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A YEAR AGO, a study carried out by a Swedish 
influencer on Instagram revealed the following, 
somewhat surprising fact: many men think 
about Ancient Rome several times a week. 

(I must confess that I missed this at the time, 
deep in reflection as I was about Tiberius’ 
retirement to Rhodes in 6 BC.) 

It’s unknown whether Ridley Scott takes 
part in Swedish Instagram studies, but I’m 
willing to bet he’s a long-time member of this 
demographic. Because a quarter-century after 
first entering the Colosseum with Gladiator, 
the legendary filmmaker has picked up his 
sword and laced up his sandals again, striding 
back through those doomy gates to make 
another pumped-up, blood-soaked saga. He 
couldn’t get the Roman Empire out of his mind, 
and we’re glad he couldn’t, because Gladiator II 
looks bloody great, pitting Normal People’s 
Paul Mescal against extremely un-normal 
odds: rhinos, sharks, raging barbarians, plus 
Pedro Pascal in Medusa-themed armour. From 

Hayley Campbell gets the full story 
of how the surprise sequel came to be, from 
Scott, Mescal, Denzel Washington and more. 
Prepare to give this cover story a Commodus- 
style thumbs-up. 

In amore sedate beast-based exclusive, 
we also have Barry Jenkins telling us why he’s 
gone from the Oscars stage to the Circle Of Life 
with Mufasa: The Lion King. And in one of my 
new favourite instalments of The Deep Dive, 
our plunges into little-known Hollywood 
lore, Christina Newland tells the fascinating, 
heartbreaking story of Joe Martin the 
orangutan, a primate who went from obscurity 
to the limelight and back again. Yes, this month 


we are a menagerie of a magazine. 

There’s a lot more in the issue beside 
creatures and centurions, of course: we met 
rising star Joe Locke ahead of his bewitching 
turn in Agatha All Along, talked to the makers 
of Palme d’Or winner Anora, and hailed down 
Michael Mann to hear his reflections on his 
20-year-old cab-thriller Collateral, to name 
just three of the exclusives ahead. 

Hope you enjoy. See you next month. 


Nick 


@nickdesemlyen 


This month’s exclusive 
subscriber cover by 
Tony Stella 

One of the most 
respected and sought- 
after film-poster artists 


around has created our 
impressive Gladiator II 
illustration for this issue. 
Go tojtony-stella.com 
to see more of his 
stunning artwork — are 
you not entertained? 


Empire, (ISSN 0957-4948, USPS 6398) is published every 4 Weeks by H Bauer Publishing Ltd, The Lantern, 75 Hampstead Road, London, NW1 2PL, 
United Kingdom. Airfreight and mailing in the USA by agent named World Container Inc., c/o BBT 150-15, 183rd St, Jamaica, NY 11413, USA. Periodicals 
postage paid at Brooklyn, NY 11256. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Empire, World Container Inc., c/o BBT 150-15, 183rd St, Jamaica, NY 
11413, USA. Subscription records are maintained at Bauer Media, Subscriptions, CDS Global, Tower House, Sovereign Park, Lathkill Street, Market 
Harborough, Leicester LE16 9EF, United Kingdom. Air Business Ltd is acting as our mailing agent. 


OCTOBER 2024 £3 


DISPATCHES 


CONTENTS 


Here: Alice Lowe rocks 


= -- 
— 


the costume-drama look 


for Timestalker. Below: 
Axel Foley (Eddie 
Murphy) returns in 
Beverly Hills Cop: Axel F. 


“It was an absolute treat to talk 
beheadings, blood and baboons 
with Paul Mescal, who had only 
recently seen the finished film and was 
as excited as we are about returning 
to Ancient Rome. It was business- 
casual for the interview, though — 
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no leather skirts.” 


“After her surprise appearance 


in Deadpool & Wolverine was revealed 

to the world, Dafne Keen popped into 
the Empire Podcast studio to chat 
with me about it (available wherever 


you cast your pods). She’s 
sensationally sweary. Deadpool 
would approve.” 


“We celebrated Coraline’s 15th 


anniversary in style with our recent 
Empire VIP event — which included a 
3D screening of the film (creepier than 
ever), a Q&A with Henry Selick and Teri 
Hatcher (total delights), and a preview 
of Laika’s Frame x Frame exhibit at the 


BFI. Pure stop-motion magic.” 
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LETTER LETTER OF THE MONTH | THE MONTH 


I love doing your crosswords. A great way to 
relax in the bath. But this time [Crossword, 
issue #431] you have made things a little more 
difficult... by having no clue for one part of 

the crossword. NINETEEN DOWN? Doesn’t 
seem to exist. Must try harder! Consequently 
Ican’t seem to figure out the name anagram 
because of this. 

RICHARD MAY, VIA EMAIL 

Apologies to all readers who were 
understandably baffled at the lack of a clue for 
19 Down in last month’s crossword — taking 
“cryptic” to a whole new level. For those on 
tenterhooks, the missing clue is “Surname of Alice 
and Apollo (5)”, and the answer can be found on 
page 173 


. Empire's star letter wins a Picturehouse 
ictwee Membership, valid for one year at all 
1) Picturehouse Cinemas across the UK, 
Nourse including the flagship Picturehouse Central 
in London’s West End. The Membership 
comes pre-loaded with five free tickets, and gets you access to exclusive 
discounts on food, snacks and drinks. When you write to us, please include 
your full contact details so we can arrange delivery of your prize. 


PREVIOUSLY, IN EMPIRE... 


ON JUDE LAW IN SKELETON CREW: 
Good lord, he is a handsome man. I’m liking 
the whole ‘Exec Creative Director back in 
agency after two weeks motorbiking in the 
Himalayas’ he’s giving in the photo too. 
PAUL TRUEMAN 


As a Superman superfan, | loved the ‘Ultimate 
Empire Quiz’ in issue #431. | got them all correct 
bar one; couldn’t believe Batman V Superman 
was the most financially successful! It should’ve 
been Superman. My favourite to this day. 
SIOBHAN O’NEILL 
When we heard the name of the highest-grossing 
Superman film, we found ourselves repeatedly 
shouting, “WHY DID YOU SAY THAT NAME?” 


Re: The Ranking — Donald Sutherland. 
Special mention for his turn as one of the few 
film stars not to look ridiculous in a music 
video; Kate Bush’s seminal ‘Cloudbusting’. 
@SEANHOLYHEAD 


Remembering how cinemas immersed viewers 
by putting rockers under the seats in Earthquake 
and pumping up the heating in Towering Inferno. 
Last week | turned up the heating and sat in my 
Puffa jacket for Ice Cold In Alex. Method viewing! 

CHRIS HAWES, VIA EMAIL 
Our lawyers have asked us to urge all readers not 
to apply ‘Method viewing’ to Cannibal Holocaust. 


THE BIG QUESTION 


THIS MONTH WE ASKED: 
WHICH MUSIC ACT SHOULD GET 
THE BIOPIC TREATMENT NEXT? 


Definitely Fleetwood 

Mac. Has everything: 

drugs, drink, infidelity 
and drugs. 
@MOFOKR1 


Black Sabbath. 
Get M. Night 
Shyamalan to direct 
it: the twist ending is 
that they’re all 
somehow still alive! 
@THE_BARANYAI 


Give me Dr. Teeth 
and the Electric 


Mayhem. Played 
entirely straight, 
by human 
actors. With 
a full Muppet 
supporting cast. 
@DAMETOKILLFOR 


| want to see 
an Olly Murs biopic, 
because | find it 
mad that he was on 
Deal Or No Deal first 
before he hit the 
big time. 
@WHOPOTTERVIAN 


WATCH OUT FOR THE NEXT QUESTION VIA OUR 
X ACCOUNT. @EMPIREMAGAZINE 


What we do in previous issues of 
Empire — to paraphrase Maximus 
Decimus Meridius — echoes in 
eternity. So it goes with our cover 
story for Ridley Scott’s original 
Gladiator. Swords-and-sandals 
epics are now all the rage again, 
but back at the turn of the century, 
the-then 36-year-old Russell Crowe 
sounded initially sceptical. “As if I’m 
going to be in a gladiator film,” he 
recalls telling his agent. 

Happily, Ridley Scott persuaded 
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the Australian actor otherwise. 
Empire visited the Gladiator set in 
Malta for the story, witnessing 
Crowe having crates of Victoria 
Bitter beers shipped in to help him 
relax after a hard day fighting tigers 
in the Colosseum. “This is 
unrelenting,” an exhausted Crowe 
told us. “I really am being run 
ragged.” Did Paul Mescal have 

a similar experience on the sequel, 
a quarter-of-a-century later? Find 


out orf{page 50) 


Cuma % * Bar. "As 


Aw, 
Ose, wre Roy 
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would be king 


MUFASA: THE LION KING 


WORDS BEN TRAVIS 


BARRY JENKINS HAS never before made 

a movie that kids could watch. Whether it’s the 
Oscar-winning Moonlight, If Beale Street Could 
Talk or his streaming series adaptation of The 
Underground Railroad, the filmmaker has 
always told adult-focused stories. Which is 
why he wanted to do the opposite for his next 
project: a prequel to Disney’s 2019 photoreal- 
animated reimagining of The Lion King, telling 
the origin story of Pride Rock’s GOAT. Make way 
for Mufasa: The Lion King. 

“This was an opportunity to experience so 
many things with an audience that isn’t typically 
engaged with my work — which is young people,” 
Jenkins tells Empire. “Just about everyone on the 
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planet loves The Lion King.” Including members 
of Jenkins’ own family. “I remember raising my 
nephews and watching the 1994 [film] with them, 
and you come to that scene when Simba is walking 
up to Mufasa’s prone body. I understood that my 
nephews were experiencing grief for the first 
time in a really honest way,” he recalls. “[They] 
were so well taken care of by that film — the 
things they experienced, those new emotions. 
Wouldn’t it be wonderful if I could take up the 
task of doing that same thing for kids today?” 
Just as The Lion King told the story of Simba’s 
ascent, Mufasa will rewind for the rise of James 
Earl Jones’ legendary lion — here voiced by 
Aaron Pierre. For Jenkins, the material is just as 
thematically rich as his indie fare. “The script 
told the story of two families,” he explains. “The 
family that’s created between the characters we 
come to know as Scar [Kelvin Harrison Jr’s Taka] 
and Mufasa, and the other family that Mufasa 
builds and grows over the course of the film. Those 
two things were hyper-related to the past work 
I’ve done — especially these two guys trying to 
negotiate with one another and figure out the 
true state of their friendship, their brotherhood.” 
As well as moving audiences beyond the 


“perfect” image of Mufasa from The Lion 
King (“It’s not about demythologising him, 
or humanising him — it’s just showing 
everything has a beginning,” notes Jenkins), 
depicting the character’s evolution from humble 
cub to mighty monarch held real value. . 
“Tn building a family, [Mufasa] learns to j 
grow beyond his own barriers, his own = 
personal experiences,” Jenkins says. == 
“Through engaging with people, seeing ‘ =4= ; 
how other people function in situations S 
that might be terrifying to him. Just 

like all of us, he learns by being 

within a community, not being A 
outside of it.” 

Expect, too, to see 
Mufasa and Scar before they 
became enemies — their 
partnership illuminated by 
Lin-Manuel Miranda’s 
freshly penned songs. “One 
particular two-hander, 
‘I Always Wanted A Brother’, 
is really fantastic,” Jenkins 
enthuses. “It was the first 
song that Lin wrote, and it 


Main: Taka (Kelvin Harrison Jr), Sarabi (Tiffany 
Boone), Rafiki (John Kani) and Mufasa (Aaron Pierre). 
Above, left to right: Mufasa as a scared cub (Braelyn 
Rankins); Young Rafiki (Kagiso Lediga) with older 
Mufasa; Young Mufasa takes a leap of faith. Left: 


Director Barry Jenkins. 


just captures everything the movie is about. audiences with a scene as formatively emotional 
Ascene in the film ended with that [as a] line, as the original film’s remarkably patient 

and Lin took it and created this. As a musical death-of-Mufasa? “Maybe you couldn’t do that 
should, the song took the story into this other today,” says Jenkins, reflecting on the 1994 
stratosphere for three minutes. And by the end version’s stillness. “Or maybe you can. Maybe 
of that song, you understand something you can! We shall see...” Whatever your age, 
fundamentally about our two brothers, that bring a lion’s share of tissues. 

maybe you couldn’t understand otherwise.” 


The question is, will Mufasa hit young 'MUFASA: THE LION KING IS IN CINEMAS FROM 20 DECEMBER | 
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The battle 
to restore 
etiquette 
to the 
cinema 


WORDS BETH WEBB 
ADDITIONAL REPORTING BY 
GEORGE TOWNSEND 

(7 JACEY 

DURING A RECENT showing of Inside Out 2 at 
the Genesis Cinema in East London, emotions 
weren’t just running rampant on the screen. 
While teenager Riley navigated Anger, Joy and 
Anxiety in the Pixar sequel, duty manager 
Enrico Lo Coco was dealing with two pre-teens 
who were vaping in the audience. “I went to 
them being like, ‘I’m really sorry, I need to ask 


Ile 


PrelLINle 


EIGHT PROJECTS IN 


DEVELOPMENT YOU NEED 


TO KNOW ABOUT 


WORDS JORDAN KING 
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PLEASE BE QUIET 


Zendaya and Robert 
Pattinson are in talks to 
lead Dream Scenario 
writer-director Kristoffer 
Borgli’s latest. Plot specifics 
are under wraps for 
now, but apparently 
The Drama unfolds around 
a couple whose relationship 
takes an unexpected 
turn just before their 
big day. 


AND 


Good Will Hunting trio Matt 
Damon, Ben Affleck and 
Gus Van Sant are reteaming 
to give controversial 
wrestler Hulk Hogan’s legal 
battle against Gawker the 
big-screen treatment. The 
Big Short’s Charles 
Randolph is on scripting 
duty, while Affleck himself 
reportedly wants to play 
the Hulkster. 


| PUT AWAY YOUR PHONES 


Rebecca Ferguson is 
swapping the sands of 
Arrakis for the streets of 
World War I-era Birmingham 
in Steven Knight’s gang- 
series feature follow-up. 
Ferguson will star opposite 
Cillian Murphy’s returning 
Tommy Shelby in the Tom 
Harper-directed movie, which 
starts shooting in September. 


REYKJAVIK 


you to leave, because vaping is strictly forbidden 
within the premises,” he tells Empire. Anger 
was clearly manning the shift when it came to 
one of the accused. “[They] started challenging 
me: ‘T’m not going now, bro. I’m not gonna do 
that, I can vape.’”” Lo Coco summoned the 
venue’s security guard, and after some screaming 
and shouting from the offended party, they were 
made to leave the premises. 

Today, front-of-house staff are the last line of 
defence as cinema etiquette becomes increasingly 
endangered. A well-earned trip to the local 
multiplex can be derailed by someone flicking on 
their phone during a film, be it to check messages 
or, worse, to record the screen. This development 
has become a hot topic on social media. In one 
corner are the picturehouse purists, rallying for 
a disruption-free zone. On the other is a growing 
number of online warriors who see no harm in 
whipping out their iPhones in the name of 
fandom, spurred on by filmmakers like Shawn 
Levy, who recently reposted bootleg footage 
of Deadpool & Wolverine. “To some a ticket stub 
isn’t enough to bring back a pure memory,” 
replied one unrepentant cinemagoer to a viral 
tweet calling such people out in colourful terms. 
“Maybe u [sic] don’t have the attention span for 
a PUBLIC movie theatre,” they continued. 

Tim Stevens, cinema director for London 
institution the Rio, attributes this behaviour 
in part to “the addiction of distraction”. It’s 
something he admits that even he’s guilty of 
when he’s watching films on Netflix. “People’s 
consumption of films these days — so much of it 
is based at home [where] you can easily drift 
back into checking your phone and not paying 
full attention,” he explains. So how are cinema 
workers combating these rising habits ina 
post-Covid world, in a bid to restore order? 

Hallie Merrett works at two Everyman 
cinemas — in Egham, Surrey, when she’s 
studying at university and in Chelmsford, Essex, 
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when she’s home — and believes that the chain’s 
screen announcements, which are delivered 
in-person by staff ahead of the film, help the 
cause. “We lay out our rules like, ‘Please don’t 
talk, please turn your phone off [or] put them on 
silent.’ I feel like because we emphasise that, 
[people] are more compliant,” she says. A staunch 
Timothée Chalamet fan, Merrett timed her 
regular film checks during Wonka and Dune: 
Part Two for when she knew that the actor would 
be on screen. If she catches someone being 
disruptive during her checks, or if another patron 
complains, she’ll give the offender a verbal 
warning and stick around at the back of the theatre 
for a while to ensure that they don’t do it again. 

For Stevens, who has worked at the Rio 
for ten years, a handful of phone jockeys are 
nothing compared to past Dalston audiences. 
“There are people that come along who were 
sneaking in as teenagers,” he laughs. “They’re 
like, ‘I used to come in here, break through the 
back door and watch the film’. That was the 
cinema culture once upon a time.” Regardless, the 
Rio has a number of tools in its efforts to reduce 
bad behaviour. Like the Genesis, it has door staff 
for when things get hairy. Drinking can cause 
problems, so free popcorn is given to customers 
who are purchasing a second bottle of wine, to 
help soak up the booze. And Stevens is especially 
proud of their pre-film ‘no phone’ video warning, 
which riffs on the Charlton Heston-fronted, 
post-apocalyptic drama The Omega Man, 
showing all the phones in Los Angeles ringing at 
the same time. “It still gets a laugh now, and 
we've been playing it for about six years.” 

The campaign to make cinemas a communal 
space once more, instead of a personal one, may 
not have an end point, but the impassioned folks 
working on the front line continue to fight the 
good fight. “Genesis is a place for everyone, and 
we want to keep it that way,” concludes Lo Coco. 
Vaping pre-teens, be warned. 


UNTITLED BRITNEY = THELAST DISTURBANCE THE WRECKING CREW 


SPEARS BIOPIC OF MADELINE HYNDE 


14 


Joe 
Locke 


WORDS OLLY RICHARDS 


GAVIN LI 


“VE ALWAYS ENVISIONED myself being in 

a Marvel, ever since I was a kid,” says Joe Locke. 
“Ever since” in this case is not reaching very far 
back into the past. Locke is still just 20 and he’s 
already achieved that childhood dream. In the 
upcoming Marvel TV series Agatha All Along, 

a WandaVision spin-off, Kathryn Hahn’s Agatha 
has been stripped of her witchy magic and is on 
a quest to restore it. Locke plays her fanboy 
assistant, simply known as ‘Teen’. “To be doing 
it, it’s very ‘pinch me’,” he tells Empire. 

The last few years haven’t been short on 
pinch-me moments for Locke. In 2021, he was 
just any other teenager, growing up on the Isle 
Of Man, “applying to normal universities to 
study history and politics”. Then he attended 
an open casting call for a new Netflix show, 
Heartstopper. He beat 10,000 people to win 
the lead role of Charlie, an out gay teen in 
a tentative romance with a questioning rugby 
player (Kit Connor). Released in 2022, the 
show, a warm, ultra-positive look at growing 
up LGBTQ+, became an instant hit with 
a passionate fanbase. Its third series hits 
Netflix on 3 October, just two weeks after the 
first episode of Agatha All Along. 

Despite being in the business for only 
a couple of years, Locke has seen his profile rise 
massively, which is something he’s still getting 
his head around. “It’s a double-edged sword,” he 
says. “It was so fast. I don’t think I’d have been 
able to handle it if the rest of the Heartstopper 
cast weren’t going through it, too... It’s great to 
have people know who you are, because that’s 
sort of how we measure success in this industry, 
but it’s also weird having a lot of your agency and 
privacy taken away before you're 21.” 

His rise has come with an extra level of 
attention. Heartstopper’s LGBTQ+ 
representation has bestowed on Locke — who’s 
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BETWEEN 
SCENES 


OUR SPOTLIGHT 
STAR’S FAVOURITE 
STUFF 
as 
THE SHOW 
PRESUMED 
INNOCENT 
“llovea 
murder-mystery. 
| thought Jake 
Gyllenhaal was 
great and the whole 
show was amazing. 
Just really, really 
enjoyable. | haven’t 
seen the original 
film but | read up on 
it and they changed 
the ending.” 


THE ALBUM 
STEREOPHONIC 
— ORIGINAL 
CAST OF 
STEREOPHONIC 
“It’s a play on at the 
moment; it’s sort of 
based on Fleetwood 
Mac. They never say 
that, but it is. They 
released the music 
that’s in the show 
— they play the 
songs but it’s not 
a musical — and 


[it’s] just gorgeous.” 


THE BOOK 
IN MEMORIAM - 
ALICE WINN 
“| loved it a lot. 
| think the way she 
writes is so natural 
and she writes 
about war in a way 


I’ve never really 


seen in anything I’ve 


read before. | read 
that it’s her first 

novel and | was so 

shocked. She’s an 


amazing writer.” 


been out since the age of 12 — 

a certain level of responsibility to be 
arole model in an industry that still 
has relatively few queer actors in 
lead roles. “Nobody’s asked me 

to be aspokesperson for gay rights 
everywhere,” he says. “There’s some 
expectation, but it’s a choice as well... 
I think I’ve just learned that it’s 
important to use a platform for 
good, but you can’t use it for 
everything, or be expected to.” 
Marvel has faced criticism for a lack 
of LGBTQ+ representation in the 
past, which it has gradually 
addressed, and he’s proud of the fact 
Teen is a gay character. “It’s not really 
anything to do with the plot of the 
show,” he says. “He’s just [gay] 
because he is.” 

Locke speaks fondly of his 
Agatha co-stars, especially Patti 
LuPone, who sent him flowers on his 
first night of playing Sweeney Todd 
on Broadway in January. “She said, 
‘Joe, be present, enjoy yourself, and 
just breathe. Fuck it. That’s it,” he 
laughs. “If Patti LuPone says to do 
that, then okay.” 

Given his ascent, it’s easy to 
forget that just two shows represent 
the entirety of Locke’s screen CV. 
Asked what he’d like to do next in his 
career, he says, “Well, I haven’t done 
any films yet! So that would be 
something Id love to do. Something 
small and indie would be fun.” He 
adds, though, that he’s still having to 
convince himself that this is now 
what he does for a living and not just 
some lucky gift he’s been given. 
“Every time I don’t get ajob from an 
audition, I think, ‘Well, that’s it. All 
done.” Something tells us he is very, 
very far from done. The kid’s got 
something magic. 


AGATHA ALL ALONG IS ON DISNEY+ FROM 
19 SEPTEMBER 
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Co-written with Céline Sciamma, who 
directed Merlant in Portrait Of A Lady 
On Fire, The Balconettes follows three 
best friends hanging out in their 
Marseille apartment block during 
a blistering heatwave. The idea came 
to Merlant — who directs and stars 
in the film — while staying with 
girlfriends some five years ago. “We 
started to talk about our desires or 
traumas in a particular way, with 
alot of humour in it,” Merlant 
says. It was during this time that 
they noticed a man in a window 
across the courtyard, watching 
them intently. This became the 
inspiration for her villain: 
a sexual predator who gets 
his grisly comeuppance. 


“T wanted a utopian 
world where women 
were starting to defend 
themselves,” Merlant says 
of her leading trio, who 
seek out justice after one 
of their own is attacked. 
Yet amid the violence 
and vengeance, the 
filmmaker uses gross-out 
jokes and toilet humour to 
boost the tone. “I think it 
gives us power to laugh,” 
she explains. “We usually 
want stories about victims 
to be dramatic. Yes, it’s 
dramatic, but you're not 
only a victim. You have 
friends, you are allowed 
to smile.” She also used French 
novelist Virginie Despentes as 
a point of reference when writing 


HOW TO MAKE 
A i#METOO SHOCKER 


THE BALCONETTES 


FIRST WORD 


a particularly comic moment: “[She] 
said that if men were more scared 
about castration, they would control 
their compulsions more easily.” 
Perhaps one character would be in 

a healthier condition if he heeded 
that advice. 


The Balconettes has a spectral element, 
for which Merlant drew on the 
experiences of her predominantly 
female cast and crew. “There were 
almost all women on set, and the more 
you talk about it, the more you realise 
how many women go through terrible 
things,” she says. “So all the blood [we 
used] was so fun and cathartic. And the 
ghosts are a way to show that trauma 
exists not just physically, but also in 
your head. It continues to live.” From 
misogynistic phantoms to fart gags, 
Merlant has truly made something 
unique. CHRISTINA NEWLAND 


THE BALCONETTES WILL SCREEN IN ASSOCIATION 


WITH EMPIRE AT THIS YEAR’S BFI LONDON FILM 


FESTIVAL, WHICH TAKES PLACE FROM 9-20 OCTOBER 


OCTOBER 2024 & 
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Why a movie 
master chose 
a sinall-screen 


mystery 


ALFONSO CUARON LEAPS 
INTO TV WITH DECEPTIVE 
SERIES DISCLAIMER 


WORDS BETH WEBB 


“T WISH I could say that I’m a television expert, 
but I’m a filmmaker,” Alfonso Cuaron tells 
Empire. It’s a candid statement from someone 
who’s about to launch their first major 
miniseries. The multi- Oscar-winning director 
admires the impactful transitions from big 
screen to small that directors like David Lynch 
made with Twin Peaks, Ingmar Bergman with 
Scenes From A Marriage and more recently Lars 
von Trier with The Kingdom. He even briefly 
ventured into TV himself, serving as co-creator 
of the J.J. Abrams-backed series Believe — about 
a young girl with supernatural abilities — which 
was cancelled after one season in 2014. But 
when he came upon Disclaimer, the 2015 
mystery novel from Renée Knight, he initially 
saw himself adapting it into a very long movie. 
Yet he couldn’t figure out how. The book 
jumps between the early ’00s and some 20 years 
in the future, where leading documentary 
journalist Catherine (played in the present day 
by Cate Blanchett in the miniseries) receives 
anovel that reveals a dark secret from her past. 
It also follows multiple characters’ perspectives, 
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among them Jonathan (Louis Partridge), 

a young man with whom ’00s Catherine is 
involved, his father Stephen (Kevin Kline) and 
Catherine’s husband Robert (Sacha Baron 
Cohen). “I didn’t know how to put it together as 
a conventional film, because of the richness of 
the [characters’] stories and the detail that 
should be conveyed with each one of them,” 
Cuaron explains. But as the world of serialised 
TV continued to expand around him, he saw his 


chance to explore Disclaimer’s world to its fullest. 


The filmmaker says that he always has 
a personal and political investment in his work, 
and this proved no exception. He saw in the 


story’s multiple accounts of events a chance to 
tap into broader issues about public figures and 
their personas. “I’m very concerned with how 
narratives can be manipulated, and how 
somebody can craft their appearance through 
narrative to [seem like] a good person,” he 
explains. “I think that right now is a very 
[worrying] period in which that is happening 
more and more.” 

The upside is that he got to explore those 
themes with Blanchett, as Catherine reflects 
on her past indiscretions and tries desperately 
to regain order in her life. It’s a first-time 
collaboration between actor and director, and 


FIRST WORD 


GET UP TO SPEED ON... 
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the latter delighted in scrutinising every aspect 
of Catherine’s personality, including her 
problematic behaviour. “It’s insane, the [level of 
commitment] she took into this,” says Cuaron of 
Blanchett, adding, “I would receive text messages 
every weekend and in the evenings after work 
with specific comments on each part of the 
script, and specific dialogue that we should 
study to make everything more meaningful.” 

Cuaron adapted the novel himself across 
seven episodes, working in a few of his own 
details, including the mention of another 
Australian national treasure. In a sexually 
charged conversation over dinner, younger 
Catherine (Leila George) asks Jonathan who he 
fantasises about. His answer? Kylie Minogue. 
“T adore Kylie, she’s such an icon,” laughs 
Cuaron. “I was putting myself in the shoes of 
avery young guy in 2001, and for me it was no 
question who would be [his] biggest crush.” 

Disclaimer marks the first series in Cuarén’s 
multi-year deal with Apple TV+, meaning that 
his small-screen journey is just getting started. 
He doesn’t entertain the idea of adapting his 
existing work — “I don’t think much of my films 
once I finish them. I don’t even see them again” 
— but he’s keen to play with different genres and 
themes while trying to break established 
formats. Same Cuaron, then, but bigger, longer, 
and with more Kylie. 

THE SKIBIDI TOILET TV/FILM SERIES DOES NOT 

DISCLAIMER IS ON APPLE TV+ FROM 11 OCTOBER YET HAVE A UK RELEASE DATE 


Illustration: Russell Moorcroft 
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Marvel 
gets Doom 
scrolling 


Chris Hewitt (Executive Editor): So, Robert 
Downey Jr is back in the Marvel Cinematic 
Universe, this time not as Tony Stark but as 
Doctor Doom. I was intrigued when I heard the 
news because I don’t know what the hell they’re 
going to do. I don’t know how they’re going 

to pull this off. And I’m excited by that. ’m 

also terrified because it can fuck things up in 

a million different ways. But the Russos haven’t 
put a foot wrong in the MCU so far, so in them 
we trust. 

Alex Godfrey (Features Editor): I asked the 
other day if there was a narrative, comic-book 
reason for casting him. And everyone said, “No!” 
But I saw there was some interchangeability 
between Doctor Doom and Tony Stark, or one’s 
mind was transferred into the other’s body. 
Chris: Doom became Iron Man at one point, 
but I don’t think there’s ever been a bit where 
Tony Stark became Doctor Doom. 

Alex: But they are not just casting him, the same 
actor, as someone different. They’re not just 
saying it doesn’t matter. 

James Dyer (Digital Editor-In-Chief ): I’m 
assuming that Tony Stark will stay dead and 
this will be a Stark variant from an alternate 
timeline, who will find his way into that world. 
That could work, if done carefully. If they’re 
planning to bring Stark back to life and make 
him evil, that’s not so good. 

Ben Travis (Deputy Online Editor): The 
only way they can get away with doing that is 
by ‘Deadpooling’ it. Perhaps in a post-Deadpool 
& Wolverine world, we’re supposed to be 
thinking about ‘anchor beings’? The most 
important being in the universe without whom 
the rest of the universe doesn’t function. Kevin 
Feige was asked about this in interviews, and 
he was like, “I’m really glad you're asking 

that question. That’s the question we want 
people to ask.” 

James: I’m not sure about that whole concept. 
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ROBERT DOWNEY JR 


Ben: It’s a fun, meta idea that 

maybe Tony Stark was the anchor 

being of the MCU. Maybe there is 

an element of the new Avengers 

movies where it’s about them 

trying to find a new Tony Stark. 

James: I profoundly hope that 

isn’t true. 

Alex: It’s not a great idea: 

a hierarchy of humanity. 

Chris: I’m looking through an 

interview I did with the Russos 

in April, and they casually 

mentioned they were planning to 

work with Downey Jr. I just 

assumed they were talking about 

all this stuff they’ve been doing 

since they left Marvel. I long 

suspected we'll see Downey Jr in 

these movies as Tony Stark because 

it would be an unbelievable, 
audience-pleasing moment. 

James: See, I feel the opposite. 

Alex: People are saying, “Well, he’s gonna keep 
his mask on the whole time.” No way. 

James: He should keep his mask on but if it’s 
Downey Jr, he can’t. 

Chris: It depends on what they’re doing. If the 
gag is somehow related to him being a Tony 
Stark variant, then the mask has to come off. 
But it’s not like Judge Dredd, who has it on 
constantly. Doom does take his mask off in the 
comics, though it’s rare. 

James: Doesn’t he look like Deadpool 
underneath? 

Chris: No, in some stories he only has one tiny 
scar, but he’s such a narcissist that, for him, 
that is as bad as being completely and utterly 
disfigured. So that’s why he puts the mask on. 
He’s also a megalomaniacal sorcerer-cum- 
scientist. It’s an incredibly hard role to get 
right. Julian McMahon certainly struggled to 


pull it off in the first two Fantastic Four films. 
James: Didn’t Downey Jr read for the role 
back then? 

Chris: Yeah, he was in contention. He’s an 
amazing actor. He has hitherto untapped realms 
of darkness to draw upon. You see that in 
Oppenheimer. That’s a big part of what won 
him the Oscar. I’m just worried this is such 

a difficult character to get right, and they 
haven’t got it right on screen so far. He is the 
big, bad guy of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. 
An incredibly multifaceted character when he 
is done right. 

James: This casting decision could be genius. 
It could be tragic. I don’t think we’re going to 
know until we see it. There is a world in which 
they absolutely nail the tone of this and it 
enhances the Tony Stark character and the 
sacrifice in Endgame while also giving us this 
entirely new, fascinating character. That is 
the best-case scenario. 


Top to bottom: 
He’s back! 
Robert Downey 
Jr at the San 
Diego Comic- 
Con in July; The 
spiffy new logo; 
The Russo 


brothers. 


Ben: For long-term Doom fans, there’s a 
double-edged sword element to this. Because 
while cinematically Doom has always lived in 
the realm of a Fantastic Four movie, in the 
comics he’s a much bigger deal than that. 
Chris: He’s Marvel’s greatest villain. 

Ben: And Downey Jr could really get into the 
complexities of that character. At the same time, 
if it is going to exist in some proximity to Tony 
Stark, it possibly complicates doing Doom 
properly, in a clean way. 

Chris: But don’t you suppose they have had 
these conversations themselves? They’ve 
debated this from dawn ’til dusk. Will this ruin 
everything? There’s a reason that someone 
suggested it in the first place. Something’s 
excited them creatively about it. 

Alex: I loved Downey Jr long before the MCU. 
He is Tony Stark and Tony Stark is him. They are 
inseparable. He made a success out of a whole 
franchise because of his own charisma, which 


Marvel took and built around. He’s always got 
that fast-talking, witty, snarky veneer to him, 
just in different forms. I’m not saying he doesn’t 
have range, but I imagine whatever he does, 
there’s going to be a big whiff of Tony Stark 
about it. 

Ben: As long as he doesn’t try to do that accent 
he does in Dolittle. 

Chris: Ben Mendelsohn had been really 
publicly pitching for this role for a long time. He 
is amassive Doctor Doom fan. And there have 
been rumours that Mads Mikkelsen was in the 
running for it — then people were arguing it 
couldn’t possibly be either because they’ve both 
already been in the MCU! 

Ben: From the titles of the two upcoming 
Avengers films, you would imagine Doomsday 
will establish why Doctor Doom is a big deal as 
the threat our heroes are going to face, and 
Secret War will then be them taking the fight 

to him. The last time the Russos made two 
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back-to-back Avengers movies, we had one 
that effectively was really introducing the 
villain. A big part of Infinity War was getting 
into who Thanos was and bringing all of the 
Avengers and the Guardians together. Then 
you had Endgame as the payoff. 

Chris: There are two versions of Secret Wars. 
The 12-issue series from 1984 is the version 
the Russo brothers grew up reading. Basically, 
anear-omnipotent alien called the Beyonder 
decides it would be a capital idea to take all the 
heroes and villains in the Marvel Universe and 
put them ona planet of his own making called 
Battleworld. It’s my favourite characters 
smacking seven shades of shit out of each 
other. The Russos love the comic. There’s 

a moment in Endgame where Hulk holds up 
an incredible weight on his back, which is 
areference to an amazing panel in Secret Wars 
where Hulk lifts a mountain range. 

James: Comic-book writer Jonathan Hickman 
did another version of it in 2015, in which 
universes collide. 

Chris: This second version is going to be 

quite important as well, because I’m guessing 
the universes colliding is where the Fantastic 
Four and the X-Men will come over into 

the MCU. 

James: [ think X-Men represents something 
different and the chance for a new start. But 
I’m curious; Secret Wars is a great proposition. 
Alex: I haven’t got a clue what you're all 
talking about. 

Chris: The Beyonder is a ‘presence’ in 

the first iteration but it can take a human 
form. They should all be played by Robert 
Downey Jr. The hell with it, let’s double down. 
Or double Downey. 


AVENGERS: DOOMSDAY IS IN CINEMAS FROM 1 MAY 2026. 
AVENGERS: SECRET WARS IS IN CINEMAS FROM 7 MAY 2027 
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Everyone Assemble 


DEADPOOL & WOLVERINE 


WHEN DEADPOOL LEARNS that he is about to 
go on a multiversal odyssey in Deadpool & 
Wolverine, he knows exactly what might lie in 
store. “Gratuitous cameos?” teases star/ 
co-writer Ryan Reynolds from behind his mask. 
“Indiscriminate use of variants?” 

Except, there’s really only one cameo in 
Deadpool & Wolverine that could be described 
as gratuitous — Henry Cavill showing up for 
a single scene as an alt-Wolverine. Every 
other guest appearance in the film (and 
there are a lot) comes from a place of clear 
intent for Reynolds and the film’s director/ 
co-writer, Shawn Levy. “We knew the movie 
was about legacy,” Levy tells Empire. 

Which is why, when Deadpool and 
Wolverine find themselves in the 
wasteland known as The Void, they 
stumble upon a group of variants of 
heroes from, with one notable exception, 


the Fox Marvel Universe, a precursor —y 
to the MCU that was officially laid ee” 
to rest in the film. re 


That group, known in the film 
as the Others, includes Jennifer Garner 
as Elektra (last seen in her ill-fated Daredevil 
spin-off in 2005), and Chris Evans as Johnny 
Storm/the Human Torch, the Marvel character 
he last played in 2007, lured in by the fantastically 
foul-mouthed monologue Reynolds penned for 
him in the movie’s post-credits sting. “I wrote 


that whole thing in five minutes, which says how 
unspeakably filthy my mind is,” laughs Reynolds. 
But it also includes Channing Tatum, finally 
given a chance to play the card-throwing X-Man 
Gambit, after plans for a solo movie in 2014 
were permanently derailed. “We had a feeling 
that if you have a few characters defined by 
legacy, then you [can] throw in this curveball 
of a character who never got his start,” explains 
Levy. Another curveball is the return of Wesley 
Snipes as Blade (last seen in 2004’s Blade: 
Trinity, which also starred Reynolds), the only 
non-Fox character in the cabal. “There’s no 
real depth to that idea, other than 
I think people miss him, but 
don’t know it yet,” 
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explains Reynolds, who cites audience reactions 
to Blade’s appearance on screen as “one of the 
best moments of my life”. It’s perhaps also given 
Marvel Studios, and Kevin Feige, something of 
a headache, given that they’ve been struggling to 
develop a new Blade movie, with Mahershala 
Ali, for a few years now. Might Deadpool & 
Wolverine have suggested an alternative path? 
Perhaps the riskiest inclusion is Laura/X-23, 

played by Dafne Keen for the first time since 
2017’s Logan. Although Reynolds and Levy, all 
too aware of treading on Logan’s legacy, say they 
never had doubts about using her. “In a very early 
draft of the script, we had Deadpool tell Logan 
about X-23, but she wasn’t in the movie,” says 
Levy. “We said, ‘Wait, should Laura be in this 
movie? Should Laura be a key to unlocking the 
soul of this movie for Wolverine?” 

For her part, Keen was desperate to return to 
the role, and work with Jackman again. “My 
}} agent called me and said, ‘You're doing 
@ Deadpool if you want to,” she tells Empire. 
, “Iwas like, ‘I don’t think I can say no to that!” 
P; Andnowshe’s got designs on sticking 
around in the MCU, Feige willing. “I would 
100 per cent do this for the rest of my 
life,” she adds. ‘Deadpool, Wolverine 

& Laura (Plus Blade)’, anyone? 

CHRIS HEWITT 


> 


FOR MUCH MORE FROM REYNOLDS AND LEVY ON 
DEADPOOL & WOLVERINE, SUBSCRIBE TO THE 
EMPIRE SPOILER SPECIAL PODCAST 


Disney, Getty Images, Marvel, Warner Bros. 


COMING! 


THE FANTASTIC FOUR 


The SDCC panel introducing us to 
Marvel’s First Family, the Fantastic 
Four, gave the movie an official subtitle 
(First Steps), and confirmed that the 
movie, set in an alternate 1960s, will be 
aretro-futuristic feast for the eyes, 
with director Matt Shakman talking up 
the influence of Syd Mead in particular. 
The movie, which stars Pedro Pascal 
(stretchy Mr Fantastic, aka Reed 
Richards), Vanessa Kirby (invisible Sue 
Storm), Joseph Quinn (flaming-hot 
the Human Torch, aka Johnny Storm) 
and Ebon Moss-Bachrach (super- 
strong the Thing, aka Ben Grimm), just 
started shooting in London, and with 
less than a year to go until release, 
hopefully they’ve got time to make 
sure the VFX won’t look like they’ve 
also been ported over from the ’60s. 


While Feige, Shakman and the cast were 
tightlipped about the actual content of 
the movie, it was confirmed that the FF 
will appear in the next two Avengers 
movies. And, given the importance of 
Doctor Doom to the Fantastic Four 
(he’s Reed Richards’ arch-nemesis), 
will Robert Downey Jr show up in 
First Steps? We shall see... 


The Thing has been seen 
twice before: Michael Chiklis 
squeezed into a man-suit for 
the Tim Story movies, and 
Jamie Bell took on the role 


for the Josh Trank farrago. Ebon 
Moss-Bachrach, who plays Ben this 
time, is also going down the motion- 
capture route, buoyed by a text 
message of introduction from Mark 
Ruffalo. (A lovely touch, given that in 
the comic-books the Hulk and the Thing 
are sworn enemies). Shakman also 
revealed that his team have been 
scouring the desert for the right kind of 
rocks on which to base the Thing’s skin. 


Move over, Thanos. There’s a new 
purple poison pill who makes Josh 
Brolin’s Big Bad look like a Little Bad. 
Galactus, a cosmic being of enormous 
power who consumes entire planets to 
hit his daily calorie intake, is officially, 
apparently, just under 30 feet tall in 
the comics. Test footage unveiled at 
Comic-Con showed Galactus, who will 
rock up to the Fantastic Four’s New 
York with something of an appetite, 
peering in through the windows of 
askyscraper (likely the FF-owned 
Baxter Building). Which would 
mean he would be at least several 
hundred feet tall. Ralph Ineson, who 
will play Galactus, might need 
some bigger clothes. CHRIS HEWITT 


THE FANTASTIC FOUR: FIRST STEPS |S 
IN CINEMAS FROM 25 JULY 2025 
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super-friendship 


WORDS ALEX GODFREY 


“The film is about family and friendship, at 
its very core,” says Peter Ettedgui, one of 
the directors (alongside Ian Bonhéte) of new 
documentary Super/Man: The Christopher 
Reeve Story. “The family were already in there, 
and then, clearly, Robin would be too — he was 
his best friend.” 

Reeve and Williams met in 1973, studying 
together and sharing a dorm at Juilliard; 
they both became famous in 1978 (with, 
respectively, Superman: The Movie and 
Mork & Mindy), and remained tight 
throughout extreme ups and downs, 
including Reeve’s near-fatal 1995 
horse-riding accident. “They just 
had each other’s backs. Robin stood 
by Chris,” says Bonhéte. “And 
Chris was very much there for 
Robin,” adds Ettedgui. “They 
had this psychological and 
emotional support structure 
with each other.” 

Williams’ wife from 1989 
to 2010, Marsha, provided the 
directors with a treasure trove 
of personal footage on mini-DV 
tapes, including holidays her 
family had with the Reeves. 
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“She was showing it to us on Zoom,” says 
Bonhote, “and she said, ‘I’ve never showed this 
to anyone.” She said that for this film, for 
Reeve’s memory, they could have the footage. 
From then, they knew for sure that Williams 
would feature prominently in Super/Man. And 
there was a gleaming jewel in the DV crown. 

One day, as Reeve lay in his hospital bed after 
his accident, paralysed, in pain and depressed as 
could be in advance of life-threatening surgery, 
a doctor burst into the room, masked up, wielding 

thick glasses and an even thicker Russian 
accident. He told Reeve that he was a 
proctologist and needed to examine him at 
once. It was, of course, Williams. “For the 
first time since the accident, I laughed,” 


Reeve wrote in his 1999 memoir Still 
a. ~ Me. “My old friend had helped me 


( \ know that somehow I was going 
to be okay.” Knowing of the 
/ i story, Ettedgui and Bonhdéte 
would send each other internet 


morsels about it, or clips of 
Williams discussing it on 
talk-shows. But being given the 
actual footage was priceless. 
“Tt’s the first moment in 
the film where you have 
permission as an audience 
to laugh,” says Ettedgui. 


“nag 


Top to bottom: Best of friends Robin Williams and 
Christopher Reeve; Reeve and Williams at the People’s 


Choice Awards 1979; Reeve in his iconic role as Superman. 


Another striking moment in the 
documentary occurs when Glenn Close, who 
was close with both Reeve and Williams, says, 

“T always felt that if Chris was still around, 
Robin would still be alive.” It’s a strong 
sentiment about Williams, who took his own life 
in 2014, his wife Susan and children surviving 
him. Due to obvious sensitivities, the directors 
agonised over keeping it in, but the line won out. 
“There’s an emotional truth to it,” says Ettedgui. 
It’s areal indication of how these two human 
beings needed each other, and thrived when 
they were with each other.” 

For a film about family and friendship, it 
doesn’t get more powerful than that. 
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JEROME REBOTIER 


GIOVANNI 
RIBIS! SHOOTS 
FOR THE MOON 


STRANGE DARLING 


MOSES INGRAM 


GIOVANNI RIBISI HAS worked with 
some of Hollywood’s most visionary 
filmmakers, from Lynch to Cameron, 
(Sofia) Coppola to Spielberg. Yet, ever 
since he was a child actor some 40 
years ago, he found himself gravitating 
towards and befriending the camera 
DANIEL HART department. “[It was] this mysterious 
machine,” he tells Empire of his 
fascination with cinematography. As 
his acting career went from strength 
to strength, he continued to be “a pest” 
to these departments on set. He even 
struck up a bond with the late Andrew 
Lesnie, who shot the Lord Of The Rings 


AL GREEN trilogy, after working with him on 
2004’s Love Brother. “I don’t want two-hander between the Lady 
to say he took me under his wing, (Willa Fitzgerald) and the Demon 
but he was very helpful in that way,” (Kyle Gallner). 
says Ribisi. To prepare, the team watched 
Some 15 years ago, after studying movies like The Devils (1971) and 


visual effects and becoming involved Mademoiselle (1966), which used 
with Stereo D, a 3D conversion deep-focus lenses for what Ribisi 
LISTEN NOW! HEAD TO THE EMPIRE SPOTIFY company that worked on Avatar, he describes as “traditional, almost 
ACCOUNT TO HEAR ALL OF THE ABOVE decided to take the camera into his classicist” cinematography. When 
own hands. “I had a moment where shooting their warped fairy-tale, 
I was able to step back and go, ‘What Mollner and Ribisi adopted a similar 
do I want to do with my life?” he approach, moving away from modern 
reflects. He bought a 35mm camera for tropes like shallow focus and 
ey “a steal” and drove across the country, desaturation and shooting on Ribisi’s 
shooting as he went. “I just never beloved 35mm instead of digitally. 
looked back.” Whatever genre Ribisi tackles 
Ribisi worked on music videos and next, he’s up for the challenge. “Movies 
commercials, but was itching to get are, next to my children and my family, 
stuck into a feature film. So when his my favourite thing,” he enthuses. It 
friend J.T. Mollner sent him the script may have taken some 40 years to reach 
for his twisted and violent thriller full fruition, but the actor’s second 
Strange Darling, he jumped aboard calling is here to stay. BETH WEBB 
within 15 minutes of reading it. Set in 
Oregon during a serial killer’s last STRANGE DARLING IS IN CINEMAS FROM 
hurrah, the film is mainly a taut 20 SEPTEMBER 
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THIS SUMMER WAS A 
TUMULTUOUS ONE. WE TAKE 
STOCK OF HOLLYWOOD'S 
TRIUMPHS AND TROUBLES 


WORDS LAURA VENNING 


4 


RUSSELL MOORCROFT 


THE WINNERS 
GLEN POWELL 


If Powell hadn’t already charmed you in 

Hit Man earlier this year, his full-blown 
commitment to playing the “science cowboy” 
co-lead in Twisters surely did the trick. Trotting 
the globe with pocket-sized dog Brisket (plus 
Daisy Edgar-Jones) for the film’s exhaustive 
press tour, the Texan actor cemented his Joker). Reynold’s commitment to the mouthy 
star status and even earned an in-person Merc knows no bounds, with his presence 
endorsement from his Top Gun: Maverick throughout the film’s buzzy press tour 
mentor Tom Cruise, who made a surprise establishing him as a lucrative, lewd new 
appearance at the film’s London premiere. kingpin of the MCU. 


LONGLEGS MARKETING CAMPAIGN WILL SMITH 


This Nicolas Cage-as-a-supernatural-serial- A dicey couple of years following the infamous 
killer indie has raked in an impressive Oscars slap of 2022 seem to have ended, as Will 
$90 million worldwide on its $10 million budget, | Smith’s Bad Boys: Ride Or Die became a major hit. 
thanks in part to Neon’s inventive marketing The fourth instalment of the buddy-cop franchise 
campaign. From an online video that played certainly coloured outside the lines — think 
Maika Monroe’s rapid heart-rate when she first posthumous cameos, alligator-related deaths, and 
sees Cage’s villain to offering free tickets to those even a non-subtle reference to said slap — but it 
born on the 14th of any month (a nod to the story), turns out crowds like a little crazy, boosting the 
this digital drive, paired with word of mouth, led film to just over $400 million at the box office. 
to the film becoming a mini-phenomenon. CATS 


RYAN REYNOLDS: DEADPOOL Felines landed on their feet at the cinema this 
& WOL VERINE VERSION season. Part of a cash-happy wave of kids’ 


“Marvel Jesus” truly delivered this summer, cinema that hit screens recently, The Garfield 
with his cameo-riddled hit smashing through Movie bucked sour-puss reviews and made over 
the $1 billion barrier within three weeks of its $250 million. Meanwhile, A Quiet Place: Day 

release (the second R-rated film to do so after One’s pet actors Nico and Schnitzel all but stole 


the show, so much so that they made Lupita 
Nyong’o overcome her kitty phobia and adopt 
one of her own. 


JUNE SQUIBB 


It’s Squibb’s world, we're just living in it. The 
94-year-old drove scooter circles around 
younger actors this summer, not only making 
her lead-role debut in OAP indie hit Thelma, but 
lending her vocals to new emotion Nostalgia in 
Inside Out 2, the year’s first $1 billion movie. 
With Squibb next starring in Scarlett 
Johansson’s directorial debut Eleanor The 
Great, she seems to only just be getting started. 


THE WANERS 
KEVIN COSTNER 


Costner’s four-part Western magnum opus 
Horizon: An American Saga has been in 
development as far back as 1988, with the man 
himself spending $38 million of his own money 
on Chapter 1. Sadly, it only managed to gross 
$32 million against a $100 million budget, and 
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THE PLATFORM 


ON THE FADING ART OF 
MAKING MOVIE PREVIEWS THRILLING 


now the release of Chapter 2 is on hold. Not one 
to be disheartened, the filmmaker is soldiering 
on and premiering it at the Venice Film Festival. 
A saga indeed. 


Someone call the RAC. It’s been a tough time 

for two-wheeled renegades, whether they’re 
zooming over the post-apocalyptic desert 
wasteland in Furiosa: A Mad Max Saga, or 
vrooming across late ’60s America in The 
Bikeriders. Both films, despite heavy star power 
and in Furiosa’s case, a much-loved predecessor, 
failed to catch fire. Time to trade in those big 
engines for a Squibb scooter. 


Even Marvel Jesus couldn’t save John Krasinski’s 
latest directorial effort IF from box-office 
disappointment. In fact, Deadpool & Wolverine 
grossed about ten times as much as /F —a 
family caper that sees Reynolds rallying a ragtag 
bunch of imaginary friends — in about a quarter 
of the time. Best stick to the sweary wisecracks. 


Studiocanal, Marco Vittur 
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TERRIFIER 


WORDS JOHN NUGENT 


RECENTLY, DURING FILMING on the set of 
the upcoming Terrifier 3, David Howard Thornton 
was nearly sick. You'd think that Thornton — the 
actor who has played the murderous, mute, 
seemingly immortal Art The Clown in the Terrifier 
series since 2016 — would be used to gore. 

After all, this is a character who has hacksawed 
a woman in half (lengthways), ripped open 

a man’s head, torn a penis off another man’s 
body, and served children candy from a bloody 
skull, among other things. But something in the 
new film almost sent him over the edge. 

“There’s one particular thing I have a hard 
time stomaching,” Thornton tells Empire with 
a laugh. “I don’t want to say what it was, but 
I almost vomited. Of course, everybody thought 
it was hysterical that I was having that reaction. 
Like: ‘Oh, we finally got him!” 

It’s all in a day’s work for the slasher-horror 
series, which has quickly gained a reputation for 
the gut-churniest of torture porn and the most 
savage of boogeymen. Thornton, on the other 
hand, is polite and charming company in real life 
— but even he delights with childlike glee about 
some of the films’ gorier set-pieces. “I don’t 
know what this says about me, but I get a little 
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giddy [about the gore],” he says. “To me, it’s 
cartoon violence. I just like trying things that 
people haven’t seen before.” Sure enough, 
Terrifier 3 — a Christmas horror — promises at 
least one sequence that Thornton thinks “will be 
very controversial... People are gonna be surprised 
by the depravity that we get up to in that scene.” 
Depravity has become the series’ hallmark. 
Anow-infamous bedroom sequence in Terrifier 
2,in which one character is scalped, skinned, 
dismembered, and then covered in bleach, 
reportedly caused fainting, vomiting, and 
walkouts in some screenings — but it has also 
generated a huge, carnage-hungry fanbase. “It 
still hasn’t sunk in about how popular he is,” 
Thornton says. “At a convention in Texas, this 
little old couple came up, must have been late 
seventies, asking for a picture. I figured they’re 
probably just getting this for their grandchildren. 
They’re like, ‘Oh no, we love Art!’” he laughs. 
“On the flip side, I’ve seen so many children — 
like, little children, four-year-olds who are big 
fans. I’m like, “You do know what I do, right?!” 
He’s even won celebrity superfans, such as 
Saturday Night Live star Pete Davidson, who 
invited Thornton to guest star, as Art, on his 
comedy-drama TV series Bupkis. “That was 
a lot of fun,” says Thornton. “Pete’s really cool. 


Apparently, he would bring celebrities into his 
dressing room at SNL and show them Terrvifier. 
We wanted him to be in the third film but weren’t 
able to make that happen. Maybe part four?” 

A fourth film, incidentally, is not yet 
confirmed. But if Thornton has his way, he will 
be slashing up poor souls for years to come, 
clocking up as many credits as your Freddys or 
your Jasons. “I don’t want to give him up!” he 
says. “I'll play him until I’m in a wheelchair. And 
even if I’m in a wheelchair, I’ll find ways to get 
around.” Thornton has this character down to 
a fine Art. Pack a sick bag. JOHN NUGENT 


THE FELINE FILM 
FESTIVAL THAT 
WON'T QUIT 


CATVIDEOFEST 


THE SUMMER ALWAYS brings with it an 
explosive time at the cinema. Blockbusters hit 
the big screen, promising star power and action 
aplenty. Yet since 2012, a rival movie event has 
been drawing in a rapidly growing crowd, 
packing out over 100 cinemas across the US and 
Canada. That event is CatVideoFest. “One of our 
biggest shows every year is at Music Box Theatre 
in Chicago; it’s this huge and historic theatre,” 
festival director Will Braden tells Empire, his own 
cat Nin dozing behind him. “And last year they 
were showing Oppenheimer and CatVideoFest 
back and forth and they were all sold out.” 
Braden became involved in this feline 
phenomenon when he won a ‘Golden Kitty’ for 
ashort film he entered into the 2012 festival, 
its inaugural year. That first edition, hosted 
ona hilltop in Minneapolis by the Walker Art 
Center, drew in some 11,000 people. Braden 
wasn’t expected to turn up, but after receiving 
a hastily assembled award and accidentally 
telling the crowd he’d see them next year 
(a second edition hadn’t been planned), he 
became involved behind the scenes, taking over 


_ DAFT MUSINGS FROM THE WARPED MINDS OF TEAM EMPIRE 
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as director in 2016. CatVideoFest has changed 
format over the years, and is now a compilation 
of cat videos (this year’s is 73 minutes long) 
lovingly curated by Braden, and played in 
cinemas to raise money for local animal shelters. 
Thirty thousand dollars had been raised this year 
alone at the time of the interview. 

The director watches 15,000 videos every 
year — the majority he’s sourced himself but 
some are fan submissions — and whittles them 
down to 200 via an expansive spreadsheet. 
Variation is key, with Braden jumping between 
comedy, music videos, animation and mini 
documentaries. Occasionally some familiar 
furry faces might also show up. Local adoption 
drives sometimes coincide with the festival, and 
two rescued cats from Chicago, now Instagram- 
famous, may be appearing in next year’s 
compilation. “I won’t say who it is yet, because 
we're still working on details,” Braden teases of 
the feline A-listers. 

And that’s not the only big news for 
CatVideoFest 2025. Braden has been talking 
with international cinemas about expanding 
the festival, and confirms that a UK strand 
will be taking place across some 100 cinemas. 
World domination is apaw, and Braden’s 
thrilled to be along for the ride. “I still get 
overjoyed watching CatVideoFest with an 
audience,” he enthuses. Nolan had better get 
on side. BETH WEBB 


CATVIDEOFEST WILL PLAY IN THE UK IN 2025 


HENCH RALPH FIENNES 


MICKEY MOUSE’S 
POP-PUNK ALBUM 
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How Adam Pearson 
stole the show 


A DIFFERENT MAN, 


WORDS ALEX GODFREY 


LIKE ALL GOOD people do, Adam Pearson 
suffers from imposter syndrome. Which is 
especially understandable when, having had 
little acting experience, you suddenly have 

a major role ina starry A24 drama. “On day 
one, I was just sitting there,” he remembers 

of starting work on A Different Man, “and 

I thought, ‘Why the hell are you here? Youre just 
some schmuck from Croydon, here with Renate 
Reinsve and Sebastian Stan. You've put yourself 
into a right situation here, haven’t you?’ But 
you've got to get over that.” 
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He’s getting over it. Having worked as aTV 
producer and documentary presenter, Pearson 
bagged his first movie role when Jonathan Glazer 
cast him in 2013’s Under The Skin, for a sequence 
in which Scarlett Johansson’s alien picks him up 
in her van and chats to him. “To go from talking 
about food on Channel 4 to working with 
Jonathan Glazer and Scarlett Johansson was 
quite the leap to make,” says Pearson. He has 
neurofibromatosis, manifesting in the form of 
benign tumours, and in Under The Skin, his 
character confesses that he doesn’t have friends, 
and that people wind him up. A few words spoke 
volumes. He was also funny: in the improvised 
scene, Johansson’s alien tries to charm him but, 
as he says, “I just wanna go to Tescos.” 

Having seen that film, director Aaron 
Schimberg cast Pearson as co-lead in his 2018 
drama Chained For Life, and Schimberg’s 


experience with Pearson inspired him to write 


A Different Man, a Charlie Kaufman-esque 
drama about identity. Sebastian Stan plays 
Edward, a man with neurofibromatosis who 
undergoes experimental treatment to remove 
his tumours. His neighbour Ingrid (Reinsve) 
writes a play about him, in which he stars as 
himself, now wearing a mask to resemble 
his former appearance... and then, Oswald 
(Pearson) turns up, also interested in playing 
the part, and Edward’s world flips upside down. 
Oswald arrives like a human whirlwind, 
an ostentatious charisma machine, dressed 
in phenomenally loud clothes. “I said to the 
wardrobe lady, ‘Did you just run through a thrift- 
store blindfolded? Is that what happened here?” 
says Pearson. He doesn’t dress like Oswald, but 
is equally as entertaining, with a similarly 
charming cadence and witty turns of phrase. 
Years ago, Pearson decided that while he couldn’t 
do much about his neurofibromatosis, he wouldn’t 
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let it inhibit him, and Schimberg wanted to 
showcase that, moulding Oswald around him. 

Schimberg himself was born with a cleft 
palate, and his own experiences have informed 
his filmmaking. He has previously cast people 
with facial disfigurements and been accused 
of exploitation for it, and conversely has cast 
non-disabled actors and put them under 
prosthetics, criticised by some as being a step 
backwards for representation. So for A Different 
Man, he decided to do both, “and have them, 
like, fight it out”, says Pearson. How did the 
actor feel about exploring that? 

“When I realised that was what’s going on, 
Iwas like, ‘T’ve got no interest in fighting your 
Winter Soldier,” says Pearson of Stan. “Because 
he’s the Winter Soldier, and I’m 5’ 6” and made 
of, like, a Waffle House and broken dreams. So 
I don’t win that fight. But there’s just so much 
going on, it’s so clever. There’s this entire 
narrative about the masks we wear. The ones 
we lose and the ones we can’t.” 

With the film having screened at Sundance 
and the Berlin Film Festival this year, Pearson 
has won much acclaim, already being touted for 
next year’s Best Supporting Actor Oscar, “which 
is aproper mind-mess”, he says. It’s deserved — 
his naturalistic but extravagant performance 
steals the show, and he’s hoping that A Different 
Man’s release will see more meaty roles 
coming his way. “But even if it doesn’t, and 
this is it, then I’m going out well.” It absolutely 
will. The imposter syndrome can take a hike. 
ALEX GODFREY 


A DIFFERENT MAN IS IN CINEMAS FROM 4 OCTOBER 


Down) never happened. 
Neither did a 1990 
follow-up, set to be 
penned by Dr. Strangelove 
writer Terry Southern. 

By 2007, director Robert 
Rodriguez was in talks to 
reboot the franchise, with Rose 
McGowan as Barbarella. But with 

the budget rumoured to push past 
$80 million, the project collapsed. 


THE QUEEN OF 
THE GALAXY 
RETURNS 


BARBARELLA 
2022 
After a Nicolas Winding Refn-led TV 
series was nixed in 2012, it looked like 
Barbarella was destined to dwell in 
1962 development hell. Until October 2022, 


when an illustration of the chainmail- 
bikini-sporting adventurer appeared 
on Sydney Sweeney’s Instagram, with 
the caption, “Time to save the universe.” 
On board as star and executive 
producer, Sweeney clearly views this 
Sony-helmed remake as a passion 
project — she told Entertainment 
Weekly that signing on to the studio’s 
Spider-flop Madame Web was “a 
strategic business decision... Because 

I did that, I was able to sell Anyone But 
You. I was able to get Barbarella.” 


French cartoonist Jean-Claude Forest 
was tasked by his publisher with 
creating a ‘female Tarzan’ character. 
Cheerfully ignoring this brief, Forest 
conjured ‘Barbarella’ instead — a 
Barbie-meets-Buck-Rogers adult 
comic in which an impossibly 
voluptuous heroine travels the galaxy, 
bedding aliens and experimenting 
with ‘orgasmatron’ machines. Even the 
French thought it was a bit much, and 
by 1964 the books were banned. 


1968 
Director Roger Vadim signed on to bring 
Barbarella to the screen with his wife, 
Jane Fonda, playing the lead. The film, 
Barbarella: Queen Of The Galaxy, was 
an outrageous romp featuring 
phallic rayguns, naked angels and 
a space piano that induces fatal 
sexual pleasure. Scoffed at by 
critics, the movie has become 
acult favourite, influencing 
everything from Austin Powers 
to The Fifth Element. 


2024 
Pre-production on the film will begin 
this year, with Edgar Wright reportedly 
in talks to direct, and Jane Goldman 
and Honey Ross rumoured to be 
working on the script. Seeing as 
critics have been arguing about 
Barbarella for decades — some 
claiming the character is a sexist 
throwback, others that she’s a 
liberated feminist icon — it'll 
be fascinating to see how 
Sweeney and co adapt 
her for the 21st century. 
Rayguns at the ready. 
TOM ELLEN 


1968-2007 
A proposed 
late-’60s sequel/ 
undersea caper 

(Barbarella Goes 
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JAMES McAVOY 
IS... PADDY 


THE ACTOR PLAYS 
A SINISTER HUSBAND AND 
FATHER IN HORROR REMAKE 
SPEAK NO EVIL 


WORDS ALEX GODFREY 


THE PSYCHOLOGY 


In this English-language take on a 2022 Danish 
psychological shocker, McAvoy plays a brash 
alpha nightmare. Welcoming an American 
couple (Scoot McNairy and Mackenzie Davis) to 
their isolated country house, Paddy and his wife 
(Aisling Franciosci) steadily ramp up the levels 
of discomfort. “The thing I thought I could 
exploit in the character was, he thinks he’s 

a bit of a fucking West Country Andrew Tate,” 
says McAvoy, namechecking the famed 
misogynist. “He’s like, ‘I’m going to teach you 
what it’s like to be a man again.’ But there’s 

a sort of polite face on it that isn’t quite Andrew 
Tate, enough of a sheen of, ‘I’m not one of those 
guys.” With every social interaction, though, 
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Clockwise from top: James McAvoy as Speak No Evil’s 
boorish Paddy; Toxic masculinity — not pretty; Mark Rylance 


in stage play Jerusalem; Ray Winstone in Sexy Beast. 


he marks his territory. “He’s challenging 
you: ‘Do you not have a big enough dick to 
have a drink with me?’ Or, ‘I’m sorry, this is 
too much for you because you're not real 
enough. Okay.” 


THE LOOK 


Spending much of his time in a vest, and rocking 
amini-mullet, Paddy’s nonchalant appearance 
brings with it a hint of lawlessness. “You wanted 
something a bit agricultural,” says McAvoy — 


but beyond that were some specifics. “I had 

two big visual touchstones. The first was the 
Australian term ‘bogan’, which can be associated 
with a certain level of toxic masculinity,” 

he says of the word, referring to uncouth, 
unrefined folk. “And the other was the 
character Rooster from [Jez Butterworth’s 
play] Jerusalem, played so brilliantly by Mark 
Rylance,” a similarly vested pig. Like Rooster, 
says McAvoy, Paddy is dangerous because he 
lives outside of society. “He’s like, “What are you 
all trying to stay safe from? With your laws and 
your tax and your NHS? I don’t fucking need 

it” And there’s something quite threatening 
about that. So the look came from those two 
visual ideas.” 


THE MUSCLES 


As Paddy, McAvoy is huge. He was already big, 
having hit his forties and decided to get ultra- 
fit, “lifting really heavy weights. By the time 
this film came along, I’d been doing that for 

a year-and-a-half. And it just worked out really 
well for the character.” For the early scenes, to 
look less threatening, he let himself go a bit. 
“Even though he’s all masculine and throwing 
his dick around, he’s just a bit softer. Almost 

a Ray Winstone in Sexy Beast vibe. ‘I don’t 
mind if my belly’s sticking out, because that’s 
how comfortable a man I fucking am.” Later, 
though, where he needed to be more imposing, 
he got “all pumped up, muscles bulging.” 
McAvoy is not lifting such heavy weights now; 
he got bored of it. “Also, I’m five foot seven. 

If I got much bigger than I was for this movie, 
I'd be like a fucking... apple.” Now that would 
be a horror. 
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WELCOME TO 
THE WAR ROOM 


WAR GAME 


WATCHING WAR GAME, the adrenalised 
upcoming documentary from filmmakers Jesse 
Moss and Tony Gerber, your mind might well flit 
to the Stanley Kubrick classic Dr. Strangelove. 
This is intentional. 

“The War Room in Strangelove was 
avisual reference for us,” confirms Gerber. 


Adds Moss: “I revisit that film periodically. 
It’s totally inventive in confronting the 
existential threat of nuclear war. And we felt 
responsibility as storytellers and as citizens to 
find an inventive way of confronting the 
darkness that we face.” 

Their new film may not feature a man 
riding a bomb, and it’s short on laughs, but like 
Strangelove it plays out an apocalyptic scenario 
from within the confines of a tense government 
chamber. The directors, whose 2008 film Full 
Battle Rattle focused on a US Army training 
exercise in the Mojave Desert, discovered plans 
by non-partisan veterans organisation Vet Voice 
to play out a simulation of a coup, along the lines 
of the one that rocked America in January 2021, 
using real government and law-enforcement 
officials, from both Democrat and Republican 
administrations, as role-players. They jumped 
on board, wrangling permission to record what 
ensued. And the results, editing down the 
six-hour exercise to 94 minutes, are gripping, 
white-knuckle stuff, as a crisis force — led by 
former Montana Governor Steve Bullock as the 
President — attempt to save America from 


well-organised dissidents. 

“Until the game started, we thought, 

‘This could be deadly dull. This could be the 
worst documentary ever made,” says Moss. 
“But from the moment the clock started 
counting down, we were riveted. We loved the 
provocative intersection of improvisational 
theatre, documentary storytelling and 
dystopian science-fiction.” 

With another US election hurtling towards 
us, and hotter rhetoric than ever flying around, 
War Game is a timely nightmare. “I think there’s 
no doubt the results of this election will be 
contested,” predicts Gerber. “What happens 
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from that point forth? Will it escalate to 
violence? Personally, I think it will. And 

I’m terrified. I think our film serves as a 
cautionary tale. It represents a roadmap for 
how to turn the temperature down.” You won’t 
learn to stop worrying, but you might feel 
better knowing there are people out there 
preparing for the worst. NICK DE SEMLYEN 


WAR GAME IS AT THE BERTHA DOCHOUSE FROM 30 AUGUST 
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How Much 
Is A Pint 
Of Milk? 

Brian Tyree 

Henry 


THE TRANSFORMERS ONE STAR 
GETS GNOMIC FOR OUR DAIRY 
QUESTIONNAIRE 


WORDS OLLY RICHARDS 
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Which film have you seen more than 

any other? 

Kill Bill: Vol. 1.1 could quote it back to front; 
re-enact every character. I can even recite the 
Japanese part. I sawit at the movies 14 times. 
I bought the DVD three times. I like Vol. 2 

as well, but I feel like that requires a certain 
frame of mind. 


What one thing do you do better than 
anyone else you know? 

Ireally love setting an ambience. I love candles 
and incense and I will make sure anything 
around me — including myself — smells amazing. 
I like to believe I’m the king of olfactory senses... 
that sounds disgusting. I would like to make my 
own candles but it’s hard. 


When in your life were you most 
starstruck? 

I would never tell him this to his face, but it was 
when I met Brad Pitt. We were about to start 
Bullet Train and he just sent an invitation for 
us to come to his house. I’m like, “What do you 
mean? The first time I’m meeting this man is on 
his property?” And there he is, in a beanie and 
sweats, just normal. His house smells really 
good. And he has great skincare as well. Not that 
I went through his bathroom... 


How much is a pint of milk? 

I know beer in pints, but I’ve never seen milk 
in pints. I no longer drink the milk of the cow. 
I drink nut milks and oat milk. Now, we’re in 


a place where inflation has its hands around the 
throat of the nut milks, which can cost close to, 
I’m going to say $5. 


What is the worst smell in the world? 

I don’t want to say that I’m a cyst-y person, but 
if you've ever burst a cyst, that smell. Just that 
absolute smell of degradation. 


What’s the best piece of advice you’ve ever 
been given? 

“Every man takes the limits of his vision as the 
limits of the world.” That’s Arthur Schopenhauer, 
from Studies In Pessimism, which could be, like, 
written specifically for me. That quote stuck 
with me. We often see only what’s in front of 
us. That quote reminds me there’s always joy 
on the other side and there’s so much more 
that I can do. I don’t think I’d be where I am 
without it. 


When were you last naked outdoors? 

Why? Who’s asking? Have there been 
complaints? I think it was last year when I went 
to Joshua Tree, which is remote and nothing but 
rocks. Sometimes you just want to feel the sun 
on your ass, so I may have streaked. 


What’s your most irrational fear? 
Calling someone by the wrong name for an 
extended period of time. Like, you’ve been 
calling this person Sharon forever, but, no, 
that’s Claire. But they never chose to correct 
you. I always freak out about that. 


FIRST WORD 


Do you have a nickname? 

Oh how fucking dare you. Okay, my family still 
calls me Booby. We don’t know the origin for 
certain, but there are several stories. One is that 
when I was a baby the booby was the only thing 
that would keep me quiet. The other one is that 
it was exacerbated when I hit puberty and had 

a set of my own. So yeah, Booby. And now 
everyone knows. 


What’s your signature dish? 

Lamb. Anything lamb, baby. In 2020, I became 
obsessed. It was not served in my family home 
and I wanted to understand it, because I feel 
like it’s considered the elite meat. So I decided 
to figure out how to cook lamb in every way 

I could: shoulder, leg, loin. I’m really into lamb. 
Everyone’s getting lamb. 


Do you have any unusual hobbies? 

I collect — you'd call them ‘badges’, but I call 
them pins. I love a badge. I have a whole wall. 

I think it’s maybe because I was never a boy 
scout. I saw my friends get those pins and I never 
did. Oh, also I’m a huge gnome enthusiast. Yeah, 
the guys with the beards and the little hat. I have 
a gnome in my house that sits on a shelf and he’s 
giving the finger — two fingers, actually — and 
he’s smiling, with a little butterfly. He, to me, 

is like a visual mantra. I don’t give a fuck what 
anyone says, gnomes are real, and if there’s any 
justice in the world I will be reincarnated as one. 
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Fading TV star Elisabeth 
Sparkle (Demi Moore) 


reflects on her reality. 
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prison cell, Elisabeth succumbs to temptation 
and injects the Substance. Writhing naked 
T H F S Uj B ST A N C E on the floor, her arched back stretches, the 
skin rips open and out steps Sue (Margaret 
Qualley), a radiant twentysomething glistening 
BEAUTY GETS BEASTLY IN THIS with primordial goo. And so, inevitably, Sue 
BODY HORROR becomes the new face of Elisabeth’s old TV 
show and is an overnight sensation, her artificial 
* * * * body topped up by injections of Elisabeth’s 
OUT 20 SEPTEMBER / CERT 18/141 MINS spinal fluid. Qualley sells it — she’s gorgeous 
but her eyes are vacant, a Barbie from hell 
who starts resenting being forced back into 
her older self’s body. But this is undeniably 
Demi Moore’s show. 

There’s a metatextual and even 
voyeuristic thrill in seeing Moore play an 
ageing star whose desperation knows no 
limits. In 1995 she became the highest-paid 
female actor of the time, but a series of flops 
soon afterwards seemed to extinguish her 

WRITER AND DIRECTOR Coralie Fargeat’s big-screen career for good. If this film is her 
viscera-splattered follow-up to 2017’s Revenge is comeback it’s a gleeful middle finger to ageing 
about as subtle as a bludgeon to the head, or, gracefully. But she’s at her most affecting in 
indeed, a needle to the thigh. Thankfully, it’s also a sequence that’s more quietly horrifying, 
much more perversely enjoyable than either of in which Elisabeth is so overwhelmed by 
those experiences. Just as long as you're not self-hatred, she can’t manage leaving her 
squeamish at the sight of blood, cascades of apartment for a date, scrubbing lipstick off 
organs and the most grotesque prosthetic her face until it’s raw. 
creations since 1989’s Society. There’s an implausibility to this film which 
The first shot of this intensely squishy may prove disconcerting at first. The Substance 
film is of a raw egg that, removed from context, appears to be set in present-day LA but the 
is reminiscent of a disembodied human eye, internet apparently doesn’t exist and the 
or even a breast. It’s soon pierced by an primary form of entertainment seems to be 
injection, causing the yolk to split itself in two. dated ’80s-era workout shows on daytime 
This is, of course, the titular Substance being television. It’s also a bit of a head-scratcher 
injected: an elixir that promises a younger, that an idealised-self alter-ego might be called 
more beautiful alter ego, but only if you are Sue, a name that befits a librarian better than 
willing to pay the price and inflict unspeakable a softcore starlet. But as the story unfolds, 
violence on yourself. it becomes clear that this film isn’t so much 
On her 50th birthday, Elisabeth Sparkle a realistic indictment of misogyny as it is 
(Demi Moore) is sacked from her workout a heightened hyperreal fable dealing with 
TV show in favour of a younger woman by archetypes. The Substance itself is akin to 
Dennis Quaid’s repellent executive Harvey. a cursed monkey’s paw, or a spell cast by an 
Fargeat nods to Stanley Kubrick in these evil sorcerer, rather than a believable procedure. 
early scenes: the blood-red corridor in the TV It’s all deeply silly, and knowingly so. 
studio is straight out of The Shining and an As Sue tries to extend her time beyond 
omen of oncoming carnage. All Elisabeth her allowance by taking more from Elisabeth’s 
has to do now is haunt her blandly luxurious body, so Elisabeth begins to rapidly age. In 
high-rise apartment, gazing out onto the Los the film’s gonzo final act the price must be paid, 
Angeles sprawl. and gory mayhem is wrought to eye-popping, 


A Faustian lifeline emerges in the form of grimly funny effect. And yet, beneath the 
the Substance, a secret drug obtained via an body horror, there’s a reminder of the very 
anonymous phone line. Taking it will spawn real self-mutilation women endure every 
a younger version of yourself, one you can day to appear just a little bit younger, and 
inhabit for seven days, before you must return alittle bit more beautiful. LAURA VENNING 
to your own body for the next seven days. 


Repeat this cycle ad infinitum — but beware VERDICT 
the consequences of breaking the conditions 

of the bargain. “REMEMBER YOU ARE ONE”, 
the card inside the box forewarns. 

In her bathroom, one that resembles a sci-fi 
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SING SING 


COOL HAND COLMAN 
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OUT 30 AUGUST / CERT 15 / 106 MINS 


DIRECTOR Greg Kwedar 

cast Colman Domingo, Paul Raci, Clarence 
‘Divine Eye’ Maclin, Sean San José, David 
‘Dap’ Giraudy 


PLOT Divine G (Domingo) runs an inmate theatre 
group at Sing Sing prison. His peace-making 
skills are tested by Divine Eye (Maclin). 


SOME MEN WOULD rather go to prison than 
to therapy. Or at least, some men do go to prison 
rather than to therapy. This intensely empathetic 
and non-judgmental drama, based on a true story, 
suggests that beauty and emotion might result if 
desperate, damaged men were allowed to find 
other ways to express themselves, and emphasises 
the power of art — even bad art — to change lives. 
Colman Domingo stars as John ‘Divine G’ 
Whitfield (the real Divine G makes a cameo 
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appearance), a renaissance man and lifer who 
has spent his decades inside writing novels and 
plays when he’s not advocating tirelessly for 
himself and other inmates. He is a founder 
member of the RTA, the Rehabilitation Through 
the Arts prison theatre group at the notorious 
Sing Sing Correctional Facility. Somewhat against 
his better judgment he admits the drug dealer 
Clarence ‘Divine Eye’ Maclin (playing himself 
with extraordinarily sharp edges), and finds his 
leadership and usual methods challenged. 
Instead of the thinky play he has written, the 
group decide to stage a time-travel comedy 
called ‘Breakin’ The Mummy’s Code’, which 
involves gladiators, Hamlet and Freddy Krueger. 
It’s a silly play that the men take seriously, 
going through acting exercises each day and 
sharing intimacies as they learn to trust one 
another and manage their emotions. Most of 
the cons are played by real-life graduates of the 
RTA, a close-knit group that on this evidence 
boasts considerable talent. They don’t use the 
N-word even casually; they call one another 
‘beloved’, and that’s emblematic of their 
approach. This is a group without the usual 
tough-guy posturing necessary to survive prison. 
But that precious space is fragile. All around 
loom not only prison walls and the relentless 
parade of indignities that inmates must endure, 


but the spectres of violence and injustice that put 
them here in the first place and that continue to 
hold them down. G believes passionately in the 
power of art to change lives; “Trust the process” 
is his mantra and that of their outside director, 
Brent Buell (Paul Raci). But everyone has 
a breaking point, and this safe space always 
seems to teeter on the brink of oblivion, so 
there’s tension here as well as emotion. 

The result is a drama that occasionally 
moves a little slowly or seems to go off on 
a tangent, but despite that it’s remarkably 
well-directed by Greg Kwedar and gorgeously 
shot despite the grim surroundings by Pig 
cinematographer Pat Scola. Domingo gives 
another beautifully judged performance as 
the centred, almost serene Divine G, but he’s 
well-matched to Maclin’s more chaotic energy 
and the vivid supporting characters of the RTA. 
You'll come away with immense affection and 
admiration for them all; this is a film to restore 
your faith in mankind, if not the justice system. 
HELEN O’HARA 


VERDICT Brimming with compassion 
and punctuated by humour, this is a moving 
look at prison and prisoners. It’s both 
infuriating and inspirational to see so much 
beauty in such a harsh environment. 
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Clockwise from main: 
Bounty hunter Lilith 
(Cate Blanchett, second 
left) heads up the ragtag 
crew; Robot Claptrap 
(Jack Black); A Pandoran 


Skag looks for scraps. 


BORDERLANDS 


WE ARE NOT GROOT 


kk 


OUT NOW / CERT 12A/ 101 MINS 


AFTER THE LAST Of Us and Fallout, you'd be 
forgiven for thinking that we are finally enjoying 
an era of quality video-game adaptations, and 
that Borderlands, based on the wacky 2009 sci-fi 
shooter RPG, is riding the same wave. Hell, it’s 
even got Cate Blanchett (an actor who’s earned 
those italics twice over) in the lead role, having 
a bullet-spraying hoot as a grizzled yet elegant 
bounty hunter. And with its colourful 
assortment of irreverent characters, corralled 


38 EMPIRE OCTOBER 2024 


by a writer/director best known previously for 
horror (namely, Eli Roth), you might also 
expect, or at least hope, it respectfully and 
effectively echoes James Gunn’s crossover 
success with his Guardians Of The Galaxy films. 
Sadly, that ain’t the case. Borderlands so 
wants to be Guardians Of The Galaxy. It has 
retro needle drops aplenty (including a battle 
that kicks off to Motérhead’s ‘Ace Of Spades’) 
and ladles on as much out-there violence as its 
12A rating allows (there’s even that bit where 
they kill a giant, tentacled monster from the 
inside-out), but it doesn’t come close to 
capturing the same Guardians space-magic. 
Roth and co-writer Joe Crombie have neither 
Gunn’s wit nor his wisdom. The wisecracks are 
stale (“I’m programmed for humour, so I will 
process that as witty banter,” chirps the irksome 
robot voiced by Jack Black), the reaches for 
emotional resonance feel stretched (Blanchett’s 
Lilith has mommy issues, y’know), and the group 
dynamic is off balance. Muscle-lunk Krieg 
(Florian Munteanu) is less a character than a buff 
bundle of Poundshop one-liners (“IT’S TIME TO 
BLEED!”), Kevin Hart’s “elite soldier” Roland 
barely registers (why is he here?), and bomb- 
tossing teen Tiny Tina’s (Ariana Greenblatt) 
character arc goes no deeper than her sub-meta 
realisation that she’s not the main character. 


It’s sloppily assembled, too, smacking 
of nervy, too-many-cooks post-production. 
Scenes are routinely cut short with a few others 
apparently beginning mid-beat, giving the film 
a grindhouse feel in all the wrong ways. Visually, 
it falls somewhere between Mad Max: Fury 
Road and Spacehunter: Adventures In The 
Forbidden Zone (thudding closer to the latter), 
with dangerous planet Pandora — yes, another 
one — rendered in dusty canyons and, witha 
nod to the film’s video-game roots, subterranean 
crate-filled rooms. It is literally boxy. 

Throughout, Blanchett does her best with 
what little she’s given, but as great as it is to see her 
taking the ‘Chris’ role in a big, silly actioner, she 
was far more enjoyable doing this kind of thing in 
Thor: Ragnarok. It’s not like Borderlands is so bad 
it'll do her any damage. It’s just ashame that her 
debut as an action-movie lead turned out to be 
so clunky and, we suspect, forgettable. DAN JOLIN 


VERDICT 
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JACKPOT! 
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OUT NOW (PRIME VIDEO) / CERT TBC / 104 MINS 
DIRECTOR Paul Feig 

cast Awkwafina, John Cena, Simu Liu, 


Ayden Mayeri Country Strife: Juliette 


(Morfydd Clark) and 
Richard (Matt Smith). 
Below: Sparks fly for 


After the misfiring Potter-esque fantasy The 
School For Good And Evil, Paul Feig is 
back on relatively solid ground with this 
straightforwardly enjoyable action comedy. 


Juliette and Harrie 
(Erin Richards). 


Set in the very near future, it plays like 
across between The Purge and It’s A Mad, 
Mad, Mad, Mad World. Aspiring actor Katie 
(Awkwafina) unwittingly finds herself the 
subject of a deadly lottery: whoever 
murders her will become a billionaire, 
leading to an enjoyably chaotic manhunt on 
the streets of Los Angeles. There is some 
light social commentary on late-stage 
capitalism and the desperation for a quick 
buck, but this is really just an opportunity 
for frenzied chase sequences and nicely 
staged set-pieces. JN 


FIREBRAND 

kk 

OUT 6 SEPTEMBER / CERT 15 / 120 MINS 
DIRECTOR Karim Ainouz 

CAST Alicia Vikander, Jude Law, Eddie 
Marsan, Simon Russell Beale 


The current trend of feminist retellings of 
famous stories continues with Firebrand, 

a dark and brooding adaptation of Elizabeth 
Fremantle’s historical fiction book Queen’s 
Gambit. Catherine Parr (Alicia Vikander), the 
sixth wife of King Henry VIII (Jude Law), 
fights for her survival amid dangerous court 
schemes, religious instability and the king’s 
growing paranoia. While director Karim 
Ainouz attempts to spotlight Parr’s real life 
achievements, the muddled narrative doesn’t 
quite elevate her into a radical icon. Vikander 
offers a restrained, resilient performance, 
but it’s Law who steals the show in a riveting 
take on the hedonistic, tyrannical King. The 
lavish period production shines, but sadly 
this is more fizzle-out than fire-starter. NA 
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STARVE ACRE 


STRANGE THINGS HAPPEN 
WHEN A TIME LORD AND AN ELF 
GET TOGETHER 
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OUT 6 SEPTEMBER / CERT 15/98 MINS 


DIRECTOR Daniel Kokotajlo 
CAST Matt Smith, Morfydd Clark, Erin Richards, 
Robert Emms, Arthur Shaw 


PLOT A couple move to rural Yorkshire for their 
asthmatic son — but a family tragedy pushes the 
pair to embrace the supernatural. 


DIRECTOR DANIEL KOKOTAJLO follows 

up his 2017 debut Apostasy with a radical shift 
that no-one could have predicted. Adapted 
from the Andrew Michael Hurley titular novel, 
Starve Acre trades the religious fervour of 
Apostasy for the folkloric kind, though the 
stark intimacy of Kokotajlo’s restrained 
filmmaking remains, with mostly solid results. 

The film is disorienting from the outset, 
rupturing an idyllic day out for archeologist 
Richard (Matt Smith) and his wife Juliette 
(Morfydd Clark). The couple are picture perfect: 
lounging against a tree, his head on her lap, 
until their son Owen (Arthur Shaw) is caught 
red-handed (or rather, his stick is) after gouging 
the eye from a pony. The family’s move to 
Richard’s family home in rural Yorkshire proves 
not to be the salve for Owen’s ailing health that 
they hoped it to be — in fact, Owen claims to 
hear the voice of the same spirit that has been 
haunting Richard since childhood. 

Kokotajlo is an adept world-builder, using 
slow zooms and long takes of the misty moors to 
allude to demonic forces that lurk beneath the 
earth. Matthew Herbert’s score, incorporating 
breathy woodwind and atmospheric ambient 
noise, further adds to that constant sense of 
unease. Much of Starve Acre is indebted to the 
likes of The Wicker Man and Don’t Look Now 


— with a seeming nod to the latter when Juliette 
watches another Donald Sutherland vehicle on 
TV — and folk horror is having a moment now, 
even if this film does struggle to make its 
distinctive genre mark. 

Taking a more muted approach, Starve Acre 
eschews loud, overt scares in favour of something 
more chilling, the kind that buries itself and takes 
root in your skin. It’s there in the preserved, 
skeletal remains of a hare that Richard discovers, 
which inexplicably ages in reverse back to life. 
Detailed close-ups focus on the stunning, 
monstrous special effects: brittle bones calcifying, 
crimson blood erupting, a beating, living heart. 

When the family is struck by tragedy, 
Richard and Juliette develop their respective 
obsessions to heal their wounds. Adopting 
horror as a lens to examine death and grief is 
nothing new, but the ways in which the pair find 
life in death lead to some suitably spooky 
images. Juliette turns to the supernatural in 
Clark’s most haunting performance since Saint 
Maud, taking that stone-faced walk into 
darkness to gloomier depths. Meanwhile, 
Richard unearths his childhood home’s secrets 
quite literally, digging underground to uproot 
an ancient tree. Archeology is a glacial process, 
and the film is a similarly slow burn in 
excavating familial trauma. The pacing is patchy, 
but what is uncovered is — on the whole — 
gripping, disturbing horror. IANA MURRAY 


VERDICT Starve Acre is sometimes 
overly derivative as a folk-horror — but Daniel 
Kokotajlo’s second film crafts a sinister 
Yorkshire, replete with impressively gnarly 
special effects and a strong performance 
from Morfydd Clark. 
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DEADPOOL & 
WOLVERINE 


MARVEL GOES R-RATED (FUCK YEAH) 


kkk 


OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 135 MINS 


DIRECTOR Shawn Levy 
CAST Ryan Reynolds, Hugh Jackman, Emma 
Corrin, Matthew Macfadyen, Rob Delaney 


PLOT Wade Wilson (Reynolds) has given up life 
as Deadpool. That is, until he’s recruited for 

a mission, which sets in motion a series of 
events involving Wolverine (Jackman), 

a telekinetic villain (Corrin) and the very likely 
end of several universes. 


A WORD OF warning: if you're a deep-cut 
Marvel fan, you may want to arrive at Deadpool 
& Wolverine with several changes of underwear 
and a responsible buddy to make sure you get 
home okay. Perhaps pre-book an ambulance. 
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Because this goes hard on the in-jokes and 
wish-fulfilment. From cameos to background 
Easter eggs to long-fan-ficked meet-ups, it’s 
arelentless onslaught of surprises designed 
to get audiences screaming and throwing 
popcorn in the air. 

If you're a Marvel-agnostic currently rolling 
your eyes, there’s no need. The delightful thing 
about this film — which is almost constantly 
delightful — is that it’s not just for the franchise 
faithful. In the past, the studio has been guilty 
of creating material ‘for the fans’, meaning the 
rest of the audience comes second. One person’s 
whoop-worthy moment is another person’s 
Google search of “who purple guy credits”. But 
Deadpool & Wolverine does all it can to bring 
everyone along for the ride, including those who 
don’t know their Professor X from their X-23. 
And it works, because the self-referential stuff is 
mostly decoration. The core of it is an extremely 
affable buddy movie, played to near-perfection 
by Ryan Reynolds and Hugh Jackman. 

Ina slightly clunky set-up, which is fairly 
baffling unless you fully concentrated during 
Loki, Wade Wilson/Deadpool (Reynolds) is 
convinced his life will never have purpose. He 
finds himself in the Time Variance Authority 
(for brevity, let’s just call them a timeline- 
management agency) and is told his universe is 


QUOTE 


KILLER 


“There are 206 
bones in the human 
body — 207 if 
I’m watching 


going to collapse because the loss of 
an “anchor being” has triggered 
chaotic ripples through the entire 
world. Deadpool believes he can save 
his timeline, and gain some 
importance, if he goes to a different 
reality and grabs a replacement 
version of that anchor being: 
Wolverine (Jackman). Things go 
wrong and they wind up in a wasteland full of 
banished superbeings, overseen by the very 
bald, very bad and telekinetic Cassandra Nova 
(Emma Corrin, in a role that doesn’t give them 
enough to match the two leads’ presence). 
Narratively, it’s a bumpy start, but once 
Reynolds and Jackman are united the plot 
smooths out, becoming a quest to get home, 
and allowing their bickering chemistry to take 
centre stage. They are a dream together, both 
immensely comfortable in their respective 
characters and apparently willing to do just 
about anything to give the audience a laugh. 
Reynolds delivers gags at a mile a minute, 
affectionately poking fun at everything on 
screen, and frequently off, and pushing at both 
the fourth wall and Marvel’s boundaries. For 
Jackman, bringing his career-defining character 
back for a comedy encore could have been a 
mistake. After some real stinkers, he ended his 


Gossip Girl.” 
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Top to bottom: Ta-da! Mr Paradox (Matthew Macfadyen, 
right); Wade (Reynolds) reaches out to Peter (Rob Delaney); 


Very bald, very bad: Emma Corrin as Cassandra Nova. 


Wolverine journey with Logan, as effective 

a superhero sign-off as we’ve ever seen. 
Thankfully, this is a triumph. While the film 

is ridiculous, Jackman plays Wolverine just 

as he always has: brimming with hurt and 
self-disgust. In a film with a million dick jokes, 
he manages to deliver a character arc that’s 
genuinely moving, achieving the greedy honour 
of a second worthy bow-out. 

To speak too much of the specifics of 
Wolverine and Deadpool’s journey would spoil 
some of the enjoyment, but suffice to say, this 
plays all across the Marvel toybox. Director 
Shawn Levy has an excellent grasp of tone here. 
There are many scenes he could luxuriate in, 
preening over just what he’s managed to pull 
off, but he keeps it brisk and swiftly punctures 
anything that’s looking like it might get too 
self-regarding. He lands almost all the gags, 
including one which has to rank as the best use 
of a Marvel cameo ever. Everyone, whether on 
screen for seconds or hours, seems all-in. 

As the film itself acknowledges (albeit 
half-jokingly), Marvel is currently “at alow 
point”, after a string of misfires. This movie is 
a strong answer to the question of whether the 
franchise still has life in it. It states a confident 
yes, and does so by putting character first and 
Universe second. Deadpool & Wolverine is 
laser-focused on its title pair and everything 
people love about them. There’s no eye on the 
next chapter. No teases of what’s to come. It’s all 
about right now, and making sure the audience 
has the best time possible. OLLY RICHARDS 


VERDICT Despite a few early narrative 
bumps, it’s hard to imagine what more you 
could want from a movie with this pairing. 
Marvel has found its mojo again. 


THE INSTIGATORS 


THESE BOYS AREN’T WICKED SMART 
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OUT NOW (APPLE TV+) / CERT 15 / 101 MINS 


DIRECTOR Doug Liman 

cast Matt Damon, Casey Affleck, Hong Chau, 
Michael Stuhlbarg, Paul Walter Hauser, Ving 
Rhames, Alfred Molina, Toby Jones, Ron Perlman 


PLOT An attempted robbery of an election- 
night party goes awry, leading the culprits 
on a desperate escape from Boston. 


THE PERFECTLY SERVICEABLE mid-budget 
movie is an increasingly rare beast, too often 
quietly shuffled off to streaming, gathering virtual 
dust. Doug Liman’s The Instigators — which has 
had a limited theatrical release here before finding 
a permanent home on Apple TV+ — isa perfect 
example of the kind of film you used to see in 
cinemas all the time, its appeal simply found in 
its big personalities colliding. Though the film is 
carried by Matt Damon as a man out of his depth 
and Casey Affleck as a wiseass career criminal, it 
is a veritable parade of guys: a delightful mix of 
character actors simply doing their thing. 
Michael Stuhlbarsg is all simmering frustration 
and impatience. Ron Perlman is intimidating. 
Ving Rhames is cool and wears a hat. 

As for Damon and Affleck, they play Rory 
and Cobby, two Bostonians who plan a heist of 
a post-election party, targeting the undeclared 
cash donations. In grand heist-movie tradition 
it immediately goes pear-shaped, and the two 
desperately improvise to stay out of jail and 
make it out of town. Part of that plan includes 
kidnapping Rory’s therapist Donna (Hong Chau) 
— with her permission, of course. As Donna, 
Chau is calmer and more measured than in 
her usual roles, but she is still funny when that 
demeanour sometimes cracks in the midst 
of Rory and Cobby’s harebrained schemes. 
As Rory, Damon plays a guy not used to the 
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Matt Damon and Casey 


Affleck as the hapless 
heisters. Below: Hong 
Chau is along for the ride. 
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criminal life, while Affleck’s Cobby is much 
more comfortable and fast-talking. The friction 
between them makes every scene move at 

a brisk clip. 

Director Doug Liman doesn’t always hit 
the right tone — perhaps it makes too little of 
its emotional stakes — but the script, from 
Affleck and Chuck MacLean, builds a very 
funny and smart (or, as they would say in 
Massachusetts, “smaht”) heist film in the vein 
of No Sudden Move, Ambulance and Widows, 
seemingly about how everyone in Boston is 
always bickering. Almost every conversation in 
the entire film turns into an argument, petty 
differences turning into chaotic cross-talking. 

Indeed, this is a very talky, mile-a-minute 
dialogue kind of film. The action is not overly 
heavy, arriving instead in compelling bursts. 
One standout is a mid-movie car chase which 
almost plays like a comic inversion of the one in 
Liman and Damon’s last collaboration, The 
Bourne Identity. There are some moments 
where the VFX touch-ups stick out like a sore 
thumb, but it’s not too intrusive; the main 
reason to stick around is its characters, butting 
heads. In capturing that, Liman’s digital 
photography seems to take inspiration from 
Soderbergh’s more recent output, with its vérité 
look and appropriately freewheeling movement. 
It’s acrisply staged, breezily enjoyable flick — 
one hopefully not doomed to be scrolled past on 
a streaming service. KAMBOLE CAMPBELL 


VERDICT The !nstigators isn’t exactly 
revolutionary, but is a good time regardless: 
an easygoing crime caper offering an 
excellent cast a fun sandpit in which to snipe 
at each other. 
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BLINK TWICE 


ZOE KRAVITZ’S EYES ARE WIDE OPEN 


KKK 


OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 103 MINS 


DIRECTOR Zoé Kravitz 
cast Naomi Ackie, Adria Arjona, Channing 


Tatum, Alia Shawkat, Christian Slater, Simon Rex, 


Haley Joel Osment, Geena Davis 


PLOT When two friends meet a charming-but- 
cancelled tech billionaire, they accept his 
invitation to take a trip to his private island. 


AFTER STRIKING RECENT performances in 
the High Fidelity series, Steven Soderbergh’s 
Kimi and as Selina Kyle in The Batman, Zoé 
Kravitz steps behind the camera with Blink 
Twice: an unsettling tale of coercion, violence 
and ‘cancel culture’. 

Originally titled ‘Pussy Island’ — which we 
should all mourn, greatly — Blink Twice sees 
nail artist Frida (Naomi Ackie) and best pal 
Jess (Alia Shawkat) strike up an unlikely 
connection with wealthy tech mogul Slater 
King (Channing Tatum) after crashing a fancy 
gala. Slater is in the midst of a scandal — one 
that’s seen him step down from running his 


company, and issue a plethora of sincere online 
apologies for his ‘abuse of power’. That doesn’t 


bother the girls much, though; Tatum’s slick 


businessman is incredibly charismatic, so when 
he asks them to come to his private island, they 


say yes. Once they arrive, reluctantly handing 
in their phones, they soak up a paradise of 


pool-lounging, private dinners and psychedelic 


drugs. Everything is perfect — or is it? 

Ackie is on great form, anchoring the film 
in her desperation for things not to be too 
good to be true, and her wide-eyed terror and 
determination when it turns out that they are. 
Her friendship with Shawkat’s Jess feels 
authentic and endearing, and her fascination 
with Slater believable. As the inscrutable 
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Main: It’s cocktail 
o'clock for Frida (Naomi 

"-Ackie) and Sarah (Adria 
~ 42 * Arjona). Below: Big 


* ‘kahuna Slater. King 
(Channing Tatum). 


billionaire, Channing Tatum is, eventually, 
chilling, swinging between romantic and 
ruthless. Slater’s entourage, including 
Christian Slater’s Vic, Simon Rex’s Cody and 
Haley Joel Osment’s Tom, are mostly one- 
dimensional. Of the island inhabitants, Adria 
Arjona’s reality-TV star Sarah is most 
compelling — she really comes into her own 
in the final act, providing much of the darkly 
comedic levity. 

The way Kravitz unspools the horrifying 
reality of what’s happening on the island feels 


heavily Get Out-inspired. She utilises flashbacks, 


fast cuts and spikes in sound and visuals to 
overwhelm your senses, leaving you tense and 
hyper-vigilant. The over-arching narrative 
becomes quite predictable early on — but 
Kravitz’s direction, and the smart, neat script 
by Kravitz and E.T. Feigenbaum, keep things 
surprising. The film doesn’t shy away from 
graphic scenes, particularly in the bloody final 
act, but always holds just enough back to stop it 
feeling exploitative. 

Overall, it’s a really accomplished debut 
from Kravitz. Her impeccably cool real-life 
energy seeps into every element, from the 
pulsating soundtrack, to the saturated colour 
palette, and a searing sense of humour — there’s 
even a hilarious glimpse of father Lenny’s viral 
leather-clad gym video early on. Whatever 
she turns her hand to next, we’ll be watching. 
SOPHIE BUTCHER 


VERDICT A seriously effective, 

incisive thriller which establishes Zoé Kravitz 
as a bold directorial talent, and shows you 

a side of Channing Tatum that you’ve never 
seen before. 


IT ENDS WITH US 
kkk 
OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 130 MINS 
DIRECTOR Justin Baldoni 

CAST Blake Lively, Justin Baldoni, Brandon 
Sklenar, Jenny Slate 


This film adaptation of Colleen Hoover’s 
hugely popular beach read could so easily 
have veered into Lifetime Movie-esque 
schmaltz. It does not always avoid those 
echoes, with its overly glossy, sun-dappled 
direction and over-obvious soundtrack 
choices. But while it’s not short on clichés, 
it manages to surpass those expectations. 
There’s real, intense chemistry between 
Blake Lively’s kooky florist Lily Bloom and 
Justin Baldoni’s hunky neurosurgeon Ryle 
Kincaid. And when the threat of abuse 
begins to swell, the film goes to genuinely 
tense places, with Baldoni (who also directs) 
approaching dicey material sensitively. It’s 
flawed, but it handles the important stuff 
unexpectedly well. JN 


DUCHESS 
kk 
OUT NOW / CERT 15/114 MINS 
DIRECTOR Neil Marshall 

CAST Charlotte Kirk, Philip Winchester, Sean 
Pertwee, Stephanie Beacham 


“Just like cocks, power comes in all shapes 
and sizes.” This is how we are introduced to 
the titular Duchess (Charlotte Kirk): a tough- 
as-nails pickpocket-turned-murderous 
criminal mastermind with a mouth like a sailor. 
Everything in this violent B-movie crime caper 
seems timewarped from the ’90s Brit- 
gangster craze, so self-consciously aping the 
visual grammar of Guy Ritchie that it could 
have been an Adam and Joe parody. Some 
saving graces come from enjoyably game 
performances courtesy of Colm Meaney and 
Stephanie Beacham, but this represents 
another disappointment for director Neil 
Marshall; when even Ritchie himself has given 
up on Ritchie-style crime capers, maybe 
everyone else should give it a rest, too. JN 


FILM 


ALIEN: ROMULUS 


THIS SEQUEL WAS MOSTLY FILMED 
AT NIGHT. MOSTLY 


Kk KK 


OUT NOW / CERT 15/119 MINS 


DIRECTOR Fede Alvarez 
CAST Cailee Spaeny, David Jonsson, Archie 
Renaux, Isabela Merced, Spike Fearn, Aileen Wu 


PLOT Decades after the events of the Nostromo, 
a group of miners on a distant space colony 
attempt to retrieve cryopods from a deserted 
ship. They soon find the ship is overrun with 
mysterious alien creatures... 


SEQUELS TO THE landmark 1979 space horror 
Alien have ranged from the superlative (Aliens) 
to the mixed-bag (Alien Resurrection) to the 
messily philosophical (Prometheus) to the best 
forgotten (Alien Vs. Predator). Director Fede 
Alvarez’s latest gambit for the franchise is a 
smart one: to take the best elements of the two 
best films in the series — Ridley Scott’s original 


and James Cameron’s original sequel 
— and squash them together, with the 
force of a facehugger. 

As it turns out, Alvarez’s ‘interquel’ 
— set between Alien and Aliens — 
hews a little closer to the former, with 


KEEP 'EM 
PEELED 


Look out for the 
red neon ‘bar’ sign 
at the Jackson’s 
Star mining colony 
at the start of the 
film — that’s the 
same logo used 
by the bar of 
the Hadley’s Hope 
colony in 
Aliens (1986). 


REVIEWS 


In space, no-one can 
hear you scream, 
“Try mouthwash!” 


That prompts a group of daring 
twentysomethings to try to escape 
their shackles, only to end up on an 
express elevator to hell. Though none 
of the new recruits are as memorable 
or quotable as a Hudson or a Vasquez, 
there is some essence of Ripley- 


nods to both. He doesn’t stray too far 
from the established hallmarks: 
expect chestbursters, pulse rifles, 
synthetics, even a reference for Prometheus fans. 
Only occasionally does it feel like Alvarez has 
attended the J.J. Abrams School Of Fan Service: 
one character from a previous film is distractingly 
resurrected via CGI, while the recycling of 

a famous one-liner might prompt eye-rolls. 

But on the whole, this is a film that 
understands the appeal of the original two, and 
summons the same mysterious, magisterial, 
mythical mood; H.R. Giger’s Xenomorph, when it 
finally arrives, is filmed with reverence and awe. 
Like the first film, this is a story about working- 
class stiffs who can’t catch a break, suffocated 
by the oppression of the nightmare-capitalist 
Weyland-Yutani corporation — only to find 
a deadlier, droolier alien oppressor. It’s set on, 
and in orbit of, Jackson’s Star, a filthy, Soviet- 
esque mining colony on a barely terraformed 
planet, where, according to one character, 
“everyone is dying”. 


esque broken humanity in Rain (Cailee 

Spaeny), reflected in the fascinating, 
slippery relationship she shares with Andy (David 
Jonsson), her synthetic adoptive “brother”. 

The journey that follows, though formulaic 
in places, is an intense, stressful delight, buoyed 
by gorgeous art direction, atmospheric lighting, 
sumptuous set design, miniature work, model 
work, animatronics, and CGI: a cavalcade of 
exceptional craft in order to mould a tactile, 
believable world. That ensures everything that 
unfolds is just that much scarier — most acutely 
in the terrifying epilogue, which introduces a 
masterpiece of creature design and expands the 
mythology ever further. It’s not quite a perfect 
organism — but it’s adamn good one. JOHN NUGENT 


VERDICT Alien: Romulus plays the hits, 
but crucially remembers the ingredients for 
what makes a good Alien film, and executes 
them with stunning craft and care. It is, 
officially, the third-best film in the series. 
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THE DE PALMA 
DECADE 


TEN YEARS IN THE LIFE OF BRIAN 


Kk KK 


AUTHOR LAURENT BOUZEREAU 


ONE EVENING IN the 
mid-1970s, Martin Scorsese 

had his dinner gate-crashed by 
Brian De Palma. Scorsese was 
in Hollywood restaurant Musso 
& Frank Grill with Carrie 
screenwriter Lawrence D. 
Cohen, when he looked up to see 
the director of the film, launching excitedly into 
ascreed about how he had cracked a key scene. 
Carrie’s mother would no longer die of a heart 
attack, but be impaled, horrifically, by kitchen 
utensils instead. It’s not recorded whether, after 
hearing the gory details, Scorsese put down his 
own cutlery and pushed his plate away. 

This story, as recounted by Cohen to Laurent 
Bouzereau in new tome The De Palma Decade, is 
a pretty decent illustration of the trademarks 
found in De Palma’s films: blood, brio and 
unfettered invention. And, happily, all three are 
found in this book too. Best known as a chronicler 
of Spielbergia, Bouzereau wrote a book about De 
Palma back in 1988. Three-and-a-half decades 
later, he’s still obsessing about the man behind 
Obsession, and has done him justice with a new 
volume that drills in on the seven thrillers he 
made between 1972 and 1981 (Home Movies is 
omitted). A blend of smart critique, personal 
insights and oral history — Bouzereau speaks to 
everyone from Sissy Spacek to John Lithgow, plus 
De Palma himself, though there’s sadly no John 


an 


FEMINIST | 


1 LOVE ROMCOMS & 1 AM 
A FEMINIST 


Kk KK 
AUTHOR CORRINA ANTROBUS 


Prom scream: Carrie (Sissyy » 
ne F 


Spacek) and Tommy 
Katt) have a bloody n 


Brian De Pal rie (19 


| ml 


Travolta — it’s crisp, compelling writing, 
whether you're new to the De Palma oeuvre or 
a disciple of the Sultan of the Split Diopter. 
These ten years have been selected on 
account of their being De Palma’s most fertile and 
full-blooded period, before he began his ascent to 
bigger budgets and (relatively) tamer fare. And 
rather than trundle chronologically from Sisters to 
Blow Out, Bouzereau opts for a more De Palma- 
ish structure, grouping the films thematically 
under the headings “The Split, “The Power’ and 
‘The Tragedies’. It’s a sharp decision that allows 
for plunges into De Palma’s specific fascinations 
and foibles. A portrait of the man is built up: a 
nocturnal loner who prepares forensically, who 
studies humans but sometimes struggles to deal 
with them. “He’s either quiet or profound,” 


TOTAL RECALL 


TOTAL RECALL 
kkk 
AUTHOR SIMON BRAUND 


notes Dressed To Kill star Angie Dickinson. 

But the book itself, to its credit, has a split 
personality, occasionally shifting away from De 
Palma to focus on the author and how he has 
been impacted by his idol’s work. There is 
discussion of Bouzereau’s sexuality and how 
Dressed To Kill gave him confidence in coming 
out as a gay man, as well as how he was bullied, 
much like Carrie White, in his younger years. 

It’s this biographical element that really elevates 
The De Palma Decade, making it as audacious as 
a bucket of pig’s blood. NICK DE SEMLYEN 


VERDICT 


CUISINE ON SCREEN 
Kk KK 
AUTHOR SACHIYO HARADA 
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BAD MONKEY 


VINCE VAUGHN: FOOD INSPECTOR 


Kk KK 


OUT NOW (APPLE TV+) / EPISODES VIEWED 10 OF 10 


WHAT’S SUMMER WITHOUT abreezy, 
paradise-set murder-mystery? Enter Bad 
Monkey, an adaptation of Carl Hiaasen’s 
bestselling cult novel and the latest effort from 
Ted Lasso and Shrinking creator Bill Lawrence. 
With a similarly quirky blend of eccentrics as 
those shows, this ten-episode dark comedy joins 
the swelling roster of murder-mystery shows 

on Apple TV+ (see also: The After Party, Bad 


in your back. 


Sisters, and most recently, 
Presumed Innocent). 

Channelling the likes of Dexter 
and Death In Paradise, this is a solidly 
entertaining crime-solving caper 
which trades heavily in nicely 
gripping twists and turns, as it delves deep 
into the greed and corruption in both the 
Florida Keys and The Bahamas. What begins as 
a local case involving a severed limb discovered 
on a fishing trip quickly balloons into an 
increasingly absurd investigation, complete 
with cons, Russian mobs, crooked cops and 
voodoo magic. Some viewers, it’s fair to say, may 
need to suspend a fair bit of disbelief as that 
ridiculousness escalates. 

Indeed, your enjoyment of the series will 
undoubtedly hinge on how on board you are 
with the lead actor. As the ex-Miami PD 
detective-turned-food inspector Yancy, Vince 
Vaughn is Vince Vaughn-ing all over the shop 
here, his signature smart-ass persona working 
at overdrive. He’s rarely been stronger, and 
there is a terrific cast to bolster him, the show 
shining best when exploring the dynamics of its 
quirky, endearing oddball ensemble. 

Michelle Monaghan has an absolute blast 
as the bonkers Bonnie, who has some bizarre 
encounters with the law; Deadpool & Wolverine’s 


“So you do have 
a fishing rod 


Are you okay?” 
EVE STRIPLING 
(MEREDITH 
HAGNER) 
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Rob Delaney chews scenery as 
avillainous two-bit con man; 
and Yancy’s relationship with his 
partner Rogelio (John Ortiz) adds 
asurprisingly charming element, 
finding genuine depth and affection, 
unusual in such a traditionally 
masculine relationship. But it’s Jodie 
Turner-Smith who steals the show 
here with a powerhouse performance 
as the complex, mysterious Dragon 
Queen on the Bahamian island of Andros. It all 
might feel unwieldy, were it not tidily tied 
together with a hilarious voice-over courtesy of 
the gruff-voiced Tom Nowicki. 

The intertwining murder-mystery narrative 
cleverly ties together two parallel arcs, both 
involving greedy real-estate developers, 
which neatly come together towards the end 
of the series. As in the novel, the mystery is 
unfortunately resolved surprisingly fast, and 
you sense that two or three episodes might have 
been shaved off the ten-episode run for a more 
condensed story. But it’s testament to the 
strength of the writing, world-building and 
performances that it is straightforwardly 
enjoyable just spending time in this madcap 
world. NICOLA AUSTIN 


VERDICT 
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A GAME WHERE WORDS ARE 
ALMOST AS MIGHTY AS THE SWORD 


kkk 


PC, PS4, PS5, XBOX ONE, XBOX SERIES X|S 


STICKS AND STONES may break your bones, 
but words... words can change you. Literally, in 
the world of Dustborn, where certain people 
have emerged as ‘Anomals’, the power of their 
voice able to twist the world around them. For 
protagonist Pax, that means a form of coercion: 
the right word at the right time able to push 
people to do what she wants. For her best friend 
Sai, it’s more personal, physically altering her 
own body for strength or defence. 

This is no superhero outing, though. Set 
in ascarily close 2030, the story sees the US 
splintered into disparate authoritarian 
territories, a militarised police abusing its 
power, and Anomals a persecuted minority. 
The fact this is an alternate timeline, branching 
off from JFK’s failed assassination attempt, 
doesn’t make it any less discomfiting. Now, in 
possession of cargo critical to the resistance, 
Pax, Sai and an expanding roster of allies are 
masquerading as a touring rock band, trying 
to survive a cross-continent road trip in 
a desperate bid to reach safety in Nova Scotia. 

While there’s some similarity to writer- 
director Ragnar Tornquist’s earlier outings, 
such as Dreamfall and Draugen — all cinematic 
adventures populated with flawed but 
fascinating figures — Dustborn is more varied. 
The band aspect in particular gives rise to fun 
Guitar Hero-style beat-matching sections as the 
group rehearse and perform their rebellious 
pop-punk anthems, while combat is perhaps 
the most involved that developer Red Thread 


DUNGEONS OF HINTERBERG 
kkk 
PC, XBOX SERIES X|S 


Fire power: Pax (centre) and 
co take a much-needed 
break from fighting fascists. 


Games has ever delivered. Each encounter offers 
snappy hack-and-slash attacks that build charge 
for Pax and co’s super-powered Anomal skills, 
allowing for neat tricks like forcing enemies to 
fight for you or run in fear. 

Yet Dustborn’s core remains the personal 
dynamics among Pax’s crew. Chatting with the 
team shifts relationships, every interaction and 
its unpredictable outcome tweaking the flow of 
the story and each character’s ending. There’s 
something of a Life Is Strange vibe throughout, 

a youthful energy aided by the visual approach 
of the game, framing everything as a graphic 
novel. It’s similarly progressive too, with a cast 
of queer characters from diverse backgrounds 
making, like X-Men, the ‘superpowers as 
minority’ metaphor unmissable. 


BO: PATH OF THE TEAL LOTUS 
kak 
PC, PS5, NINTENDO SWITCH, XBOX SERIES X 


The problem with all those ponderous, 
character- and relationship-developing 
sections, though, is that they sometimes stifle 
the pacing. On the one hand, this is a desperate 
race across a dystopian America while constantly 
evading fascist forces. On the other, it’s a chill 
road trip where pals talk about their feelings at 
length. At times, the juxtaposition jars, but at 
its best, Dustborn’s emotionally and politically 
charged journey is still a thrill ride. MATT KAMEN 


VERDICT 


THANK GOODNESS YOU'RE HERE! 
Kak KK 
PC, PS4, PS5, NINTENDO SWITCH 
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TRAP 


THE (M.) NIGHT OF THE HUNTER 


kk 


OUT NOW / CERT 15 / 105 MINS 


SOMEWHERE DEEP INSIDE Trap there’s a 
good movie bound, gagged and struggling to get 
out. It might be a grim comedy with something 
satirical to say about fandoms, drawing the line 
between the icky fascination with serial killers 
and shrieky pop idolatry. It could be something 
straighter and darker; a taut single-location 
claustro-thriller. Or it might even be closer to 

a heyday M. Night Shyamalan joint, which takes 
pride in a good ol’ fashioned rug-pull. But 


whatever it might be, that good movie never 
breaks free. Instead, we have an oddly inert 
wannabe nail-biter that diffuses much of the 
tension it might have mustered from its neat if 
improbable premise, through a hokily mounted 
mix of cringe and perplexity. 

Much of that cringe arises from Shyamalan’s 
nepo-tastic decision to cast his daughter Saleka 
as a Taylor Swift-level popstrel who behaves, 
and is treated by all, as a divine presence even 
when she’s not strutting awkwardly around 
on her eerily empty-looking stage. Lady Raven 
isn’t just a megastar; she’s a borderline 
superhero, whose power is sheer charisma (plus 
a bit of social-media mastery). Even if Saleka 
were twice the performer her father must 
believe she is, bless him, she wouldn’t be able 
to pull that off. 

The perplexity, meanwhile, comes from 
Shyamalan’s decision to abandon the set- 
up’s single-location mega-trap promise 
surprisingly early, for a series of convoluted 
smaller ambushes, which our psycho-villain 
protagonist Cooper (Josh Hartnett) must 
evade to the viewer’s ever-increasing 
incredulity. Though, in all fairness, when 
the movie is based in the concert arena, it 
does start to feel distractingly unlikely that he 
(and his daughter at times) would spend so 


REVIEWS 


ee 


He couldn’t wait to get 


the mosh pit going. 


much time not watching the damn show. 

To his credit, Hartnett makes an engaging 
enough anti-hero, whose true nature is so 
not-a-twist it’s given away minutes into the 
movie (not to mention the trailer). The film’s 
central trick — lifted, of course, from 
Hitchcock’s Psycho — is to get its audience 
behind him during his close-shave escapes, 
despite the fact he’s a brutal murderer. 
Shyamalan has a little fun pushing this, as 
Cooper shoves a girl down some stairs to 
create a distraction, then later causes an 
explosion in a kitchen that sprays a young 
woman with hot oil. As if to say, “You still want 
him to get free? Even now?” 

But it’s not enough to hoist the material 
to a level that’s truly gripping, or exciting, or 
fresh. Although fair play to Shyamalan for 
stunt-casting Hayley Mills — one-time child 
star of The Parent Trap — as the FBI expert 
laying the trap for this particular parent. 

DAN JOLIN 


VERDICT 
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Go deeper into the world’s 
best TV podcast 


ILOT+ 


An exclusive second episode every week 


4 


q 


>. Get the regular Monday podcast early 


Spoiler specials for the biggest shows, 
with incredible access 


and completely ad-free 


Subscribe 


@pilottvpod 


On call: Gary Oldman’s 
Jackson Lamb. Below: 
Newbie Claude Whelan 


(James Callis) and Diana 


Taverner (Kristin Scott 


Thomas) are not amused. 


SLOW HORSES: 
SEASON 4 


THE RETURN OF MI5’S LEAST FINEST 


Kk KK 


OUT 4 SEPTEMBER (APPLE TV+) / EPISODES VIEWED 
6 OF6 


AFTER 2022 SAW Slow Horses drop not only 
two complete seasons, but enough protagonist 
bodies to pack out a Ford Cortina, the third 
outing successfully lulled us into a false sense 
of security. Save for a kidnapping, some light 
torture, and a near-miss with a double-decker 
bus, Season 8 left our heroes largely undented. 
Strap in for round four, however, as showrunner 
Will Smith (Veep) and author Mick Herron 
(whose fourth book, Spook Street, is adapted 
here) are back on sadistic form from the get- 
go, not only blowing up a shopping centre in the 
opening scene, but placing all our heroes in the 
kind of mortal peril that regularly ends with 
a truncated cast list. 

The set-up not only sees the MI5 off-cuts 
at Slough House trying to unravel the ongoing 
bomb threat, but also brings tragedy closer 
to home. River Cartwright’s (Jack Lowden) 
grandfather, former spymaster David (Jonathan 
Pryce), is showing early signs of dementia. This 
not only places a strain on Cartwright but asks 
difficult questions about what to do when the 
custodian of a thousand state secrets is no 
longer able to reliably keep them. A violent 
incident at David’s home leads to disaster, and 
the result is an agent on the run and forces for 


both good and ill stacked against them. 

Where last year gave Rosalind Eleazar’s 
Louisa and Saskia Reeves’ Catherine their 
moment in the sun, this instalment slams the 
spotlight firmly back on Lowden, sending him 
ona one-man mission that at points brings Slow 
Horses as close as it’s yet come to the more 
conventional, Ludlum-esque spy capers it so 
regularly subverts. But as the narrative around 
a shifty mercenary (Hugo Weaving, all dead eyes 
and crocodile grin) artfully unspools, we’re 
never denied a regular dose of the familiar 
shambolics (Christopher Chung’s Ho getting 
handcuffed to a chair) and rampant fuckwittery 
(Kadiff Kirwan’s Marcus trying to flog his gun 
for gambling cash) that make this series such 
a consistent delight. 

New faces include Ruth Bradley, Joanna 
Scanlan and Tom Brooke, but it’s Battlestar 
Galactica’s James Callis who brings the most 
value as MI5 ‘First Desk’ Claude Whelan, an 
incompetent, PR-obsessed bureaucrat, who has 
Kristin Scott Thomas’ Taverner eye-rolling hard 
enough to detach a retina. And, of course, above 
it all, we have Gary Oldman’s Jackson Lamb, the 
dishevelled puppet-master himself, comfortably 
stealing every scene he’s in either with acidic 
sardonics or acid indigestion. 

At six lean, filler-free episodes, this 
magnificent ride is over far, far too soon. But 
while it lasts, this is likely the most fun you'll 
have in front of the box all year. JAMES DYER 


VERDICT 
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THINK THE ORIGINAL WAS WILD? YOU AIN’T SEEN NOTHIN’ YET, SAYS RIDLEY SCOTT, BACK IN 


e@ 
THE COLOSSEUM FOR Gladiator II. As HE AND THE CAST TELL US, THE LONG-AWAITED 
SEs eee 


SEQUEL TAKES NO PRISONERS. READY TO BE ENTERTAINED? worovs waYLeY CAMPBELL 


OCTOBER 2024 EMPIRE 51 


Baboons. That’s 


how you make 
a sequel to one of 


the most legendary 


films of all time: 
stick some 
baboons in it. 
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And a rhino charging into the Colosseum 
with a man standing on its back. And why not 
flood the place, fill it with naval ships, then 
let loose some ravenous sharks? It’s the 
Colosseum and this is Ancient Rome and we 
are here to be entertained. We want blood 
and betrayal, death and glory. Which is why 
Ridley Scott transformed 12 small stuntmen 
into vicious baboons. 

“They were mean, muscular, real tough 
guys. And I put them on short stilts under 
their armpits so they could crawl on all fours 
and attack in the arena,” Scott tells Empire, 
balling his fists and puffing out his arms like 
a menacing primate. “And just for fun, I drew 
monkey faces on them,” he grins of the 
stuntmen, who would later become full 
baboons via CGI. This is what we’ve been 
waiting for. “It’s full-bore, brutal action.” 


It’s been 24 years since we were first 
thrown into the arena with Gladiator, a film 
made in a time when producing a sword-and- 
sandals epic was regarded as an experiment in 
courting disaster. But Michael Mann believed 
in it. It was Mann who introduced Scott to the 
actor who would go on to win an Academy 
Award for starring in it. Russell Crowe took 
his first meeting with Scott while still looking 
like the middle-aged tobacco-industry 
whistleblower he played in Mann’s film The 
Insider, far from the greased warrior that 
would define his career: Maximus Decimus 
Meridius, a Roman general reduced to slavery 
who became a gladiator and won the hearts of 
the crowd. He was also father to a murdered 
son, husband to a murdered wife — you know 
the line — and wanted vengeance, in this life 
or the next. 


Clockwise 
from main: 
Fight! Fight! 
Fight! Lucius 
(Paul Mescal) 
tears into 
Marcus Acacius 
(Pedro Pascal); 
Director Ridley 
Scott confers 
with his star on 
set; A stunning 
recreation of the 
‘naumachia’ 

— spectacular 
stagings of 
naval battles; 
Connie Nielsen 
returns as 
Lucilla, here 
with the frankly 
bonkers 
Emperor Geta 
(Joseph Quinn). 


Gladiator went on to become the 
second-highest-grossing film of 2000 
(pipped at the post by Mission: Impossible 2), 
won five Academy Awards including Best 
Picture, and was nominated for an additional 
seven. It is a film that remains so loved 
that Crowe was named Rome’s honorary 
ambassador in the world in 2022. What we’re 
saying is: trying to top it would be insane. But 
Ridley Scott is brave enough to do it. 

The question is, how do you make 


a sequel to a film where everyone is dead? 


don’t think normal,” Scott 

explains, eyeballing us 

through the Zoom screen. 

He’s explaining where the first 

idea came from. It started in, 
of all places, Iceland. When he visited the 


country a few years after Gladiator came out, 
all he could see was dead people. “Iceland 
was very strange because there was no time. 
It was a winter’s day, which means at about 
noon it was nearly dark, and honestly — it 
felt like purgatory. The sea was iron-grey. 
The sky was iron-grey. The beach was black 
pebble, and that all stuck in my mind.” 
Along the coast, he imagined a refugee 
camp with campfires, dingy tents, and 
people waiting. Then, from out of the murk, 


a figure on the beach walked towards him. 
“He had armour on and good God — it was 
Russell Crowe!” In Scott’s mind, the sea 
became the Styx — a river in the Greek 
underworld, the boundary of Hades 
separating the world of the living from 
the world of the dead. The people in the 
camp were waiting to cross, preparing 
to be judged on whether they would go to 
heaven or hell. “That was the beginning.” 
For many years, this ideaofpurgatory >» 
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“It’s the best | 
thing I’ve ever 
made. One of the 
best things. 
I’ve made afew 
good ‘uns.” 


PAUL MESCAL IS LUCIUS 


kept the Gladiator sequel in, well, purgatory. 
Attempts were made to bring Maximus back 
from the dead — Gladiator left both Maximus 
and the evil Emperor Commodus (Joaquin 
Phoenix) lifeless in the arena — but nothing 
worked. Or rather, nobody liked the ideas but 
Ridley Scott. 

“T had this one good idea — a very comic- 
strippy idea, I’m very much a comic-strip 
kind of person. I thought, ‘If we find in 
bloodshed and war that a dying warrior 
becomes the portal for Maximus to come 
back from the dead, how about that?” Scott 
grins, his eyebrows up by his hairline; he’s 
still absolutely delighted by the prospect. 

“T don’t mean he comes back through his 
mouth, but I’d devise a way to bring him 
back from the dead.” He waves his hand 
like the tiny details of corpse reanimation 
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would come later. “But that didn’t go down 
too well with the nobs. They thought it 
was ridiculous.” 

Then there was the Nick Cave script. 
It was personally commissioned by Crowe 
after he and Cave got to know each other on 
pre-production for 2005’s The Proposition, 
which Cave wrote and Crowe almost starred 
in. Scott, a fan of Cave’s Western — at that 
point the musician’s only screenplay — 
talked with him for a few hours every week 
over the space of a month as he pulled the 
draft together. “He was very inventive and 
very constructive,” says Scott, of Cave. The 
gist of the film was: Maximus is in purgatory 
(of course). Then it gets weirder: the gods are 
dying through lack of worship, and some guy 
called Christ is on Earth hogging all of the 
attention. So the gods send Maximus to kill 


a 


Christ and all of his followers. The final scene 
finds Maximus in the present day, inside the 
Pentagon. “We did a reasonable presentation 
to DreamWorks, and it never got further,” 
said Scott. Crowe didn’t like it either. 
‘Gladiator 2: Christ Killer’ joined the undead- 
warrior idea on the banks of the Styx. 

Scott wasn’t going to let Gladiator go, 
though — he regretted giving the Alien and 
Blade Runner sequels to other directors. 

“T picked it up, tried, got it kind of there, then 
over-picked it, over-thunk it. And thought, 
“You know what? I'll give up. I’m gonna give 
ita break.” 

In 2018, another aborted attempt, this 
time with Top Gun: Maverick co-writer 
writer Peter Craig. But the story was heading 
in the right direction and became the basis 
for the next go-round. And then, finally, Scott 


Marcus Acacius 
means business. 
Below left: 
Denzel 
Washington as 
the nefarious 


Macrinus. 


“slugged it out at the table” with the 
screenwriter David Scarpa, who had 
previously worked with him on All The 
Money In The World and Napoleon. “When 
you have a draft, that’s when he really rolls 
up his sleeves and gets very, very involved,” 
says Scarpa. “In particular on this one, 
because he felt so proprietary about it.” 
“The plot, frankly, was right under our 
noses,” says Scott. “I think it was so close 
under our noses that we thought it was 
too simple.” This time, there would be no 
Maximus. There would be no Russell Crowe, 
either. “I think he’s still one of the best actors 
in the world,” says Scott, “and I think we 
have a good relationship. I hope we do.” 
There’s a pause. “As long as he doesn’t start 
bitching about how he wasn’t consulted. 
Why would I? He’s dead!” 
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Lucius takes 
the lead. 


he plot, this time, was about 
the boy. “He’s the only real 
surviving entity as the 
inheritor of the Roman 
a} Empire,” says Scott. “It’s 
a pretty rich and logical way to follow through.” 
In Gladiator, we knew Lucius as the young son 
of Lucilla (Connie Nielsen), and the grandson 
of her father Marcus Aurelius (Richard Harris); 
Lucius unknowingly and repeatedly enrages 
his jealous, power-hungry uncle Commodus by 
idolising Maximus just as much as the crowds 
do. He visits the gladiator at the gates beneath 
the Colosseum, asking if it’s true he can crush 
a man’s skull with one hand. (“A man’s? No,” 
Maximus replies, regarding his fist. Then, 
smiling: “A boy’s...”) At the end of the film, when 
both Maximus and Commodus are dead, the 
leadership of the corrupt society is upended. 
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Gladiator IT is set 20 years later. Much 
has happened. In order to ensure the safety of 
her son in the time of Rome’s turmoil, Lucilla 
had sent him away to Numidia in North 
Africa, just out of reach of the Empire. When 
we meet him again, he has grown into Paul 
Mescal. “We find out what happened to him 
and how he is returned to Rome,” says Scott. 
“Shall I tell you the whole bloody story or 
not?” He leans forward in his chair about to 
spill his secrets, then springs back. “I better 
not. It’s the return of the man.” 

The film begins with a 14-minute-long 
action sequence, the biggest Scott has ever 
undertaken. The Roman fleet led by Marcus 
Acacius (Pedro Pascal), a Roman general who 
trained under Maximus, decimates the city 
of Numidia — “They took it because it was 
there; the Romans were bastards,” says Scott 


—and returns to Rome with their prisoners 
of war: the women who would be used as 
house slaves and worse, and the men who 
would be forced to fight in the brutal arena. 
Among them is Lucius (Mescal). 

“The idea was to invert the whole first 
movie entirely,” says screenwriter Scarpa. 
“The first movie starts with Maximus, who’s 
a Roman general battling a barbarian army. 
My notion was that we would begin the 
[second] movie looking at a young man 
who has joined a barbarian army, and he’s 
facing off against the Romans. He has the 
same unspoken anger and loathing for 
Rome [as Maximus did], so we’re watching 
echoes of the same man, but almost his 
opposite number.” 

When Lucius finds himself in the 
Colosseum, he sees his mother for the first 


time in 20 years. Standing beside her is 
Acacius, the man who destroyed his adopted 
home in North Africa. There are other 
dramatic complications but Empire is not at 
liberty to divulge them. “I’m telling you, don’t 
give this away!” says Scott, having spilled the 
beans after all. “I’ll come find you.” 


inding someone to lead a film 
of this scale is not an easy 
task, but Ridley Scott literally 
did it in his pyjamas. “I need 
a bedtime story every night, 
so I’m always looking for something,” he 
says. People kept mentioning Normal People 
so he gave it a go. “It’s not my kind of material 
— it’s fundamentally a growing affair of two 
youngsters — except both were excellent. 
Paul reminded me of Richard Harris and 


DENZEL WASHINGTON IS MACRINUS 
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Albert Finney [as they were] early on.” 

When Empire meets Mescal in London 
and asks what he thought about Ridley Scott 
watching Normal People and thinking he’d be 
perfect for a Roman gladiator, he throws his 
head back and laughs. “I mean, if that’s not 
an avenue into his mad, genius brain, I don’t 
know what is! When he said that to me I was 
like, ‘How on God’s green earth did you 
think schoolboy to this?” They spoke on 
Zoom for half an hour — mostly about Gaelic 
football — and within two weeks, Mescal was 
offered the part. Mescal mimes his head 
exploding. But he needed no convincing to 
take the role. 

“T had always had a kind of latent 
ambition to do something that was more 
muscular and physical,” he says. “From 
a selfish side of things, I wanted to surprise 
an audience, because I knew that I have this 
kind of role within me. When this came up, 
Iwas like, ‘This is something that I don’t 
think anybody who’s seen the work that I’ve 
done previously will be expecting,’ and it’s 
Ridley Scott.” 

In order to become the muscular 
gladiator that Scott needed him to be, 
there would be training — but Mescal was 
particular about how far he wanted to go. 
“When I was first cast I had this idea of like, 
“You know what? I’m just gonna make 
gladiators look normal,” he says. “But the 
closer I got [to filming] I thought that would 
be me getting in the way of the story.” In the 
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end, the story informed how his body 
should be. “How do they survive this level 
of violence that we have no real 
comprehension of today in a sporting 
context?” asks Mescal. “The only way you 
can do that is if you’re robust and able to 
take the impact of near-death experiences 
ona day-to-day basis. So then it just meant 
lifting heavy things for along time and 
eating lots of chicken.” 

Mescal trained six days a week in 
45-minute bursts (“I had the best trainer, 
who knows I don’t have a huge amount of 
patience, and he could see it in my eyes that 
after a certain point I was like, ‘Get me out of 
heref”), but he wanted there to be a limit to 
the level of beefcake. Specifically, he didn’t 
want to “go down the whole 300 avenue” 
(this is Rome, not Sparta). After weightlifting 
for three months to put some size on his 
bones, they changed the training to make it 
more dynamic. “This ideal image that has 
been informed by superhero films — that was 
something I was keen to avoid,” he says. 
“Because superheroes don’t exist, but 
gladiators did. We don’t really know what 
they looked like, but they were prime 
athletes raised in stables, and they trained 
every day. So I was like, ‘Let’s just go back to 
what I’m used to’ — which is Gaelic football 
training.” Keeping it real extended to the 
fight scenes, too. “We made an attempt to not 
feel slick,” he says. “You're feeling like their 
bodies are slowing down as they’re fighting. 


Above: 
Macrinus knows 
how to make 

an entrance. 
Left: Scott and 
Mescal prep 


a scene. 


It’s not like ting-ting-ting! It’s more brutal. 
You're feeling the fatigue.” 

What about fighting himself? In taking 
on a film with a legacy this huge, did his 
nerves ever get the better of him? “Ridley 
would always say this to the cast of actors, 
“Your nerves are no good to me.’ So from day 
one, I was like, ‘There’s no point in activating 
those nerves more than they are; you’ve got 
to do your job.” Once he started rolling 
around in the sand in his leather outfits, 
there was no problem. 

In the end, it was not the physical stuff 
that challenged him the most — it was the 
emotional side of it. It was gauging how 
much Lucius would let out, given everything 
he’d been through, and who he was as a man. 
Everything, that is, that Denzel Washington 
put him through... 


f the most dangerous 

people can also be the 

most charming, it is the 

grinning Macrinus 

(Washington) who poses the 
biggest threat in Gladiator II. According to 
Washington, he is simply “a man who takes 
advantage of people. I’m not being coy, 
that’s as honest as I can keep it,” he says, 
definitely being coy. “And he’s willing to do 
whatever it takes. He wants to be Emperor 
and he’s willing to do anything to get there.” 
Washington was just as committed to 
preparing for the role as Macrinus was to 
gaining power. “Whatever it takes,” he says, 
then clarifies: “Short of killing people. He’s 
a guy that kills a lot of people.” 

In the story of Macrinus, Scott has 

carried over a little piece of Roman history 


from the first film. “A slave, in becoming 

a gladiator, could earn his freedom by being 
successful,” says the director. “In the very 
first one, Maximus is told, ‘Earn the crowd, 
earn your freedom.” Now, having earned 
that freedom, Macrinus is an arms dealer 
of great wealth — supplying wine, food, 
flour, steel, and weapons to the Roman 
armies. Instead of a stable of horses, he has 
astable of gladiators. He is, as Scott puts it, 
“a powerhouse gangster”. 

Macrinus comes from North Africa, but 
as some noted on social media when the 
trailer dropped, his accent could be from 
Washington’s native state of New York. “Well, 
the thing was, where are we? Whose accent 
would it be?” explains the actor. Macrinus 
comes from somewhere other than Rome, 
so he would always sound different to the 
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Romans anyway, but it’s unclear what the 
accent of elsewhere would be at that time. 
“What does that sound like anyway? You're 
going to end up imitating someone and end 
up with a bad African accent,” he says. So he 
kept his own. 

Looking down on the arena from the 
throne are the mad Emperors, Caracalla 
(Fred Hechinger) and Geta (Joseph Quinn) 
— two diabolical twins who fill the unnerving 
space that Commodus did in the first film in 
terms of both ruling status and insanity. 
“They are probably the equivalent of 
Romulus and Remus,” says Scott, referring 
to the Roman myth. “You know, the two 
lunatics who formed Rome but were bred 
from the milk of a wolf? [Caracalla and 
Geta] came up a different way but were 
probably brain-damaged.” 

Quinn wanted to imbue his performance 
of an evil Emperor with the spirit of some 
of the maddest performances on screen. 
“Gary Oldman in The Fifth Element!” 
says the actor. “He has this relish for being 
horrible.” He also looked to Philip Seymour 
Hoffman’s performance in Mission: 
Impossible ITI, But above all, he and his 
demented co-Emperor Hechinger didn’t 
want to copy what Joaquin Phoenix had done 
in Gladiator — when he played the petulant, 
terrifying Commodus, a man who was in love 
with his sister and so megalomaniacal he 


Top to bottom: 
Lucius cuts 
a rousing figure 
— not unlike his 
childhood hero, 
Maximus; Geta 
is “damaged 
goods”, Scott 
has observed; 
Lucius with 
the similarly 
stricken ; 
Jugurtha (Peter j murdered his own father to take the 
Mensah). throne. “For obvious reasons, Joaquin 
Phoenix’s performance was something that 
was in our minds,” says Quinn, speaking 
for both himself and his on-screen twin as 
if they are real ones. “It was something we 
had a reverence for, but we didn’t want to.... 
soil with some kind of poor rendition,” 
he laughs. 
The evil twins rule over Rome, but they 
also have power over Lucilla, played again by 
Nielsen, the only cast member aside from 
Derek Jacobi (Senator Gracchus) returning 
from the first film. In the 20 years since we 
last saw Lucilla, she has been a prisoner of 
consecutive people thanks to her lineage 
— used as asymbol of legitimacy to the 
powerful in a chaotically corrupt Rome. 
“Lucilla is basically the legacy of Rome as an 
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idea,” says Nielsen. “And she’s an important 
tool for those in power to wield. But she 
could die at any moment.” 

Lucilla is also one of the few real-life 
characters in these films, and bringing 
attention to her was important to Nielsen. 

“T went to museums and stood with the 
depiction of her face, or the busts that 
imagined what it was like, and imagined 
what it must have been like to get married off 
to your dad’s adoptive brother at the tender 
age of 14,” she says. 

And with so many of the crew returning 
from Gladiator, for Nielsen the shoot felt like 
ahomecoming. “I don’t want to overstate it, 
but it was moving to be back in the Colosseum,” 
she says. And she knew, like everyone else, 
that everything they did there needed to be 
worthy of what came before. 


hat we do in life echoes in 
eternity,” said Maximus in 
Gladiator, quoting the 
murdered Emperor Marcus 
Aurelius. It was a film that built 
the weight of legacy into its foundations even 
before it was a blockbuster hit, and it is legacy 
and destiny that powers its sequel. “Legacy” 
is also a word that crops up repeatedly when 
the cast talks about this film — not only 
within the story, but the place the original 
film holds in the world and their own lives. 
Mescal remembers seeing Gladiator as 
a teenager, but deliberately avoided watching 
it again until filming on the sequel was 
completed, believing it wouldn’t help him. 
“Then, over New Year’s just gone, we watched 
it with a group of my best friends down in 
Cork, and that’s when I was like: ‘Oh shit,” he 


“I'd always had an 
ambition to do 
something more 
muscular and 
physical. I knew that 
[had this kind of 


role within me.” 


says, his eyes widening in fear. “This is 
pressure.” Later, he watched the finished 
sequel starring... himself. “Whatever anxiety 
Thad about living up to the first one, I now 
feel totally at ease. In fact, I’m confident. I’m 
excited for people to see it rather than hoping 
we're going to get away with it — that would 
have been the worst-case scenario.” 

Scott, who fought for the sequel to be 

made for over two decades and wouldn’t let it 
go, looks absolutely bulletproof. “It’s the best 
thing I’ve ever made,” he says. Then he 
corrects himself. “One of the best things. 
I’ve made a few good ’uns,” he grins. “I know 
exactly who I am.” Legacy can be a source of 
nerves and terror, but it can also be a source 
of hard-earned pride. @ 
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UNDER THE SPARKLING LIGHTS OF STRIP CLUBS AND SHOPPING MALLS, SEX-WORK DRAMA ANORA 
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CHRISTINA NEWLAND 


HAS MUCH TO SAY ABOUT MONEY AND POWER. YOU'VE NEVER SEEN A CINDERELLA STORY QUITE LIKE THIS... 


Main: Dancing 
queen: Sex 
worker/exotic 
dancer Ani 
(Mikey Madison) 
hits the light 
fantastic. Top 
right: With 
Russian 
oligarch’s son 
Ivan (Mark 
Eydelshteyn). 
Right: Making it 
official in Vegas. 


BE IT THE TRANSGENDER SEX WORKERS 
of Tangerine or the down-and-out porn-star 
hustler of Red Rocket, Sean Baker has long been 
achronicler of life on the American margins. 
His films bathe in the nocturnal overpass-glow 
of late-night gas stations and strip clubs; his 
characters are survivors, hustlers, flakes, 
vulgarians, and — often — very funny. His latest, 
Anora, is an anarchic romp through the life 

of 23-year-old exotic dancer and sometime 

sex worker Anora (Mikey Madison), who 
impulsively marries Ivan, the son of a Russian 
oligarch. In chaotic Baker fashion, Ani— as 
Anora insists on being known as — has an 
Instagram sugar-baby dream which becomes a 
nightmare. As Baker has it, “We're telling the 
Cinderella story with sex workers.” 

The film is as sumptuous as it is frenetic, 
capturing the trappings of Ani’s Brighton Beach 
strip club — all shimmery body oil, clicking 
acrylic fingernails and bickering girls — in 
forensic detail. When young Ivan (Mark 
Eydelshteyn) — an endearingly obnoxious rich 
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kid with a mop of Chalamet curls and a thick 
Russian accent — bounces into the club one day, 
life changes. He offers Ani eye-watering sums of 
money to be his live-in girlfriend for a week. The 
pair’s glittering, monied fling ends in sudden 
matrimony. And then: Ivan’s parents find out. 
The results are exhilarating and deflating 
in equal measure, as reactions to the film at the 
Cannes Film Festival this year bore out: the jury 
awarded it with the top prize, the coveted Palme 
dr. “It’s adream come true,” says Baker. “I’ve 
been focused on that win since I graduated from 
NYU in 1992. That’s over 30 years. I’m still 
processing it, quite honestly.” For a cinephile 
filmmaker who’s expressed admiration for 
everyone from Jess Franco to Eric Rohmer, 
Anora and its success at Cannes feels like a 
culmination of Baker’s career thus far. But every 
great film about a sex worker’s struggles — from 
Julia Roberts in Pretty Woman to Anna Karina 
in Vivre Sa Vie — has also needed a stellar, star- 
making performance at its centre. If youre telling 
any Cinderella story, your princess is crucial. 


or Baker, a loose set of ideas — the 
| vague story of an imperilled bride set 
in the Russian and Armenian 

immigrant worlds of Brighton Beach — 
coalesced with finding the right performer. 
“T needed a face,” he says. “I needed an actor 
who was signed on for Ani so that I could 
really write the screenplay with them in mind.” 

Baker, who was developing the screenplay 
with his wife and co-producer, Samantha 
Quan, had seen Madison on screen before. 
“She made an incredible impression on me in 
Once Upon A Time In Hollywood,’ says Baker. 
“T saw the film a few times, but watching her 
performance in the last ten minutes of that 
movie — the last set-piece — I knew she was 
something special.” As notorious Manson girl 
Susan Atkins, Madison got a chance to be 
a maniacal villainess — and gets a tin of dog 
food to the face. 

And then, as they were working on the 
screenplay, Baker and Quan went to see Scream 
(2022), in which a similarly maniacal Madison 


Left: Heading 
‘out out’. Below: 
Testy enforcer 


Toros (Karren 


the eyes and 
ears of lvan’s 


minted parents. 


starred as the psychotic Amber. “Samantha and 
I were in the theatre looking at each other,” says 
Baker, “and I said, ‘I think this Mikey is showing 
everything that I need. She’s funny, she’s 
intense, she can scream, she has this physicality 
in these roles.” 

His instinct was good: Madison, with her 
long, dark hair and lynx-like features, is a force 
of nature in Anora, stomping through it with 
spitfire energy, with a foul mouth worthy of any 
Brooklynite, and a painful vulnerability just 
beneath the surface. “I had been a big fan of 
Tangerine long before meeting him,” Madison 
says of Baker. “So I was already really excited 
about the idea of possibly working with him. 
And then when he pitched me the idea for this 
film, I was even more excited. He asked me if 
there was anything I really wanted to do in this 
movie, if I had any talents. But I was like: ‘I just 
want you to write this, because I feel like your 
vision is going to be perfect.” 

To prepare for the role, Madison took an 
immersive approach. “My knowledge about sex 
work was minimal when I started,” she admits. 
“But I really got to know some of these women 
and what their lives are like. I visited some 
strip clubs in Los Angeles and a few in New 
York. I talked to some consultants and became 
friends with some sex workers. I was trained by 
a dancer who was really generous and talked to 
me a lot about what her job is like and how she 
navigates that.” 

Equally, the approach to filming sex scenes 
was carefully considered — there are many, 
often comic, between the enthusiastic Ivan and 
the more experienced Ani. “We talked about 
what each scene would need,” Madison says. 
“And then I was asked if I wanted to bring in an 
intimacy coordinator, or if I would feel more 
comfortable with Samantha Quan kind of acting 
as the intimacy coordinator, and also Sean as 
well. I had already cultivated a very close 
relationship with them, and so I felt most 
comfortable with just sticking with them, 
and having it just be us that navigated those 
scenes together.” 

As Madison points out, she wasn’t alone 
in having to strip off and be vulnerable — 
her co-star and onscreen husband Ivan 
did, too. This character’s trajectory—one > 
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of immense, irresponsible privilege and 
entitlement — is also a part of Anora’s story, 
and a pivotal one. 


f the first half of Anora is a giddy Cinderella 

story featuring coke and fur coats, the 

second descends into a chaotic series of 
disappointments. Ivan’s wealthy, traditionalist 
parents learn of his marriage to a sex worker, 
sending a gaggle of their henchmen to attempt 
to force the couple to divorce. Among them are 
the blustering Toros (Karren Karagulian) and 
reluctant enforcer Igor (Yura Borisov), whose 
insistence on entering the newlyweds’ mansion 
and attempts to placate and restrain Ani go 
horribly, comically wrong. 

“T knew the whole film was going to hinge 
on that home invasion,” Baker says of the 
riotous extended sequence that follows. 

“T didn’t know how long it was going to take to 
get there. I realised that I was essentially telling 
a Cinderella story; it was almost a romantic 
comedy. And so I thought, ‘Why not lean into 
that and really pull the rug out from underneath 
the audience’s feet. Let me push it for as long as 
Ican so that the twist — that moment — really 
has the impact.” 

“That was kind of a whirlwind,” Madison 
adds. “It was so hectic, even just to film, and 
obviously very physical as well — I’m tied up [by 
the two enforcers] the whole time. There’s so 
many characters going at each other.” There’s 
ahilarious clash between Ani’s constant stream 
of verbal abuse and Toros’ ineffective attempt to 
seem authoritarian and menacing. 

“When we were filming,” continues 
Madison, “I became aware that Karren was very 
sensitive — or at least, Armenian culture is very 
sensitive — to things having to do with their 
mothers. And so I was like: ‘Oh, great. Now 
I know this, I’m gonna say “motherfucker”? 
Like, ‘Excuse me, fuck your mother’ It would 
really agitate Karren. He’d tell me, ‘Oh, in 
Armenia, that’s very offensive,’ and I’d say, 

‘T know.” 

The cumulative effect of this shouting- 
match is both screwball-comedy funny and 
stressful to behold. “In terms of the chaos, the 
screaming — all the aggressive interactions, 
that’s just something I gravitate towards,” Baker 
says. “As you can see with every one of my films, 
T love it because I find humour in it — in 
combative behaviour. You recognise the sort 
of immaturity in it when we’re fighting with 
each other.” From the thrilling retributive 
conclusion of Red Rocket, where a gaggle of folks 
berate the unwelcome protagonist (Simon Rex’s 
Mikey Saber) until he ejects himself, naked, 
onto the street, to the constant unchaperoned 
anarchy of the children in The Florida Project, 
the thread is there. 

The thin line between humour and horror 
takes Anora a long way, and for Madison, 
her interactions with the actors who played 
these two foreign enforcers had to have their 
chemistry pitched perfectly. This is particularly 
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true of Igor, Yura Borishov’s odd character 
who seems to be in the wrong line of work as 
a tough guy. Sure, he can knock a baseball bat 
around with the best of them; but he watches 
Ani’s distress with wide-eyed sympathy. As 
Baker remembers, the pair of actors had stunt 
doubles ready to take on the moment where 
they grapple, but both decided to do it 
themselves. You'd think the larger man would 
easily come out as the victor, but it’s the 
pint-sized Anora — always surprising and 
formidable — who dominates the scene... 

and the film. 


Ps 


nhis acceptance speech for the Palme d’Or, 

Baker went to bat for the theatrical 

experience, arguing that “the future of 
cinema is where it started: the movie theatre”. It 
makes sense that he would also have stepped into 
shooting on 35mm film stock, enriching the visual 
experience and value of watching film at the 
cinema, as intended. Although he filmed 2015’s 
Tangerine on an iPhone (specifically, two iPhone 
5s, sometimes over the handlebars of his bicycle 
to capture the real-life red-light district near his 
then-home), he feels that shooting on film is most 
aesthetically pleasing — and now that he has the 
budgets to do so, he wants to pay homage to his 
beloved movies of the past. For Anora, he and DP 
Drew Daniels took inspiration from a variety of 
films — everything from Jean-Luc Godard’s 
Contempt, for colour, to The Taking Of Pelham 
128, for its widescreen depiction of NYC. 

“We chose these classic vintage Lomo 
lenses, which are Russian lenses, not 
Panavision,” explains Baker. “They’re the 
Russian version of Panavision. So, in a way, we’d 
be seeing the world through these Russian eyes. 
And those lenses are beautiful. I’ve worked with 
them in the past on [his 2012 film] Starlet. They 


give the most unique orbital flares.” 

But it’s not just lenses or cinephile inspo that 
make up the visual signifiers of Anora. Aniis, after 
all, a young woman for whom self-presentation 
and high-glam femininity earns her a living. Hair, 
make-up and costume design were key to that. 
Everything was considered based on how Ani is 
feeling, from face jewels and bandage dresses 
during the giddy early romance to leisurewear 
when things have gone awry. “As a woman, you 
just feel differently when you're on a heel, as 
opposed to a flat shoe,” Madison says. “There 
were some outfits that I felt really powerful in, 
and then some that I felt more vulnerable [in].” 

This steep contrast between power and 
vulnerability is fundamental in Anora. Baker 
pays special attention to the shifting dynamics: 
while Ani seems to be in the driver’s seat for 
the exhilarating first half of the film, Ivan’s 
family wealth is the true source of power in 
the second. In one brief, telling scene, Toros 
hands a stealthy bit of cash to the family 
housekeeper after a violent incident, asking 
her to take care of the additional mess. The 
exchange of dollars can’t help but recall Ani’s 
strip club. As Baker says: “There’s work that 
we're all familiar with — housekeeping — and 
sex work, which maybe we're not all familiar 
with, but it’s showing that they’re pretty much 
the same thing. Sex work can be just as gruelling 
and sometimes as menial.’ 

There’s a combination of rage and optimism 
in Anora, even if Ani’s dream future of a fairy- 
tale romantic life isn’t as straightforward as 
it might seem. “If there’s anger, it’s from an 
awareness of the disrespect and stigma that’s 
applied to sex work,” Baker says. “If there’s one 
sort of scream in the film, it’s like, ‘Look at the 
way that this person is being treated.’ Ani, this 
sex worker — her feelings, hopes and dreams are 
completely discarded and ignored.” 

If there’s something hopeful in Anora’s 
story, the welcoming arms of audiences thus far 
do suggest Baker’s film has done something to 
help lift the stigma. When it premiered at 
Cannes, with its soon-to-be Palme triumph on 
the horizon, Baker and Madison sat frozen with 
anticipation in the crowd. “To watch our film 
with that kind of audience was so exciting — 
to hear the times that they were laughing or 
gasping, or were completely silent,” Madison 
says. “It was really electric.” 

There was a point where Baker knew they 
were really connecting. “When Ani and Ivan ran 
into the Little White Chapel and the audience 
started cheering, I thought, ‘Okay, they’re 
invested.’ I had them rooting for Ani, and that’s 
what I needed for the film to work. So it was at 
that moment where I said, “We're okay.” He 
grins. “But I didn’t know we were that okay.” 

With Anora bagging Baker one of the most 
revered awards in the film industry, “okay” is an 
understatement. Not too shabby for a little story 
about a girl from a Brooklyn strip club with 
tinsel in her hair. @ 
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Megalopolis, his 23rd feature as a director, 
represents the biggest punt of his 61-year career. 
Making Apocalypse Now look like a flutter on 
the Grand National, few films have been the 
focus of such intense entertainment-press 
speculation. The decades in the planning. The 
300 rewrites (Coppola’s fanciful estimation). 
The self-financing, by the filmmaker, to the 
tune of $120 million. The subsequent runaway 
budget. The art department quitting. Wow 
Platinum, Aubrey Plaza’s character name. It has 
all come under microscopic scrutiny. Even the 
Cannes premiere caused a stir when, during the 
screening, the house lights came up and Adam 
Driver’s protagonist started talking to an actor 
placed in the auditorium, Sadly, this won’t be 
the case at the Romford Cineworld. 

Given the brouhaha around its making, it’s Clockwise 
easy to forget the movie beneath the melee. from above: 
Until you see it. Set in the American city of New Madison Square 
Rome, Megalopolis is a self-described ‘fable’ Garden, Francis 
about Cesar Catalina (Driver), a visionary artist Ford Coppola- 
capable of stopping time, taking on regressive style; The 
mayor Franklyn Cicero (Giancarlo Esposito) director with 
to create a utopian, idealistic future for all. Adam Driver; 
Featuring a huge cast (Nathalie Emmanuel, Jon World-builder 
Voight, Shia LaBeouf, Laurence Fishburne, Cesar Catalina 
Dustin Hoffman), it courses with typical (Driver) with 
Coppola bravura, mixing lengthy pontificating fellow big 
(Driver delivers Hamlet’s “To be or not to be...” dreamer Julia 
soliloquy in full) with dazzling, trippy imagery. Cicero (Nathalie 
Part treatise on politics, philosophy, media, Emmanuel); 
hedonism and love, part state-of-the-nation Fundi Romaine 
address, all celebration of the power of cinema, (Laurence 
it might well be the most spectacular (not to Fishburne), 
mention expensive) arthouse film ever made. Cesar’s right- 

Given the financial pressure on his shoulders, hand man; 
not to mention the loss of Eleanor, his wife of 62 A pensive Julia. 
years, in April, Coppola is in good spirits when 
he and Empire chat: he is candid, a disarming 
cross between a ridiculously well-read academic 
and a warm, favourite uncle. Time will tell if his 
gamble will pay off at the box office. But there’s 
a sense that for Coppola, the creative juice has 
already been worth the financial squeeze. 


When did you first have the idea for 
Megalopolis? 

There’s been a lot of confusion about this, that 

I was working on it for 40 years. That’s not really 
true. What’s true is that when I was making 
movies, I pretty much made them in the style 
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that I thought the theme required. The Godfather 
was avery classical kind of movie. Apocalypse 
Now was avery wild, out-of-control film. So, my 
movies as a younger filmmaker were all very 
different styles. I wondered, when I was older and 
more seasoned, what my style would be. And I’m 
still wondering. (Laughs) So I started to keep 
notebooks of things I was reading or newspaper 
clippings or political cartoons or just things which 
might be interesting. And that I did for 40 years. 


So, when did you come up with Megalopolis? 
It was just after Apocalypse Now. I wanted to 


make a film like [William Cameron Menzies’| 
Things To Come. But, since America was 
founded on the idea of Rome, which was 
arepublic without a king, I said, “What if I made 
a Roman epic that foretells the future, with the 
idea America is amodern Rome?” 


When did you first start seriously thinking 
about making it? 

After The Rainmaker [1997]. I had made money 
in the wine business, so I said, “I’m not going to 
make films professionally anymore; I’m just 
going to experiment and think.” There was 


“YOU CAN'T PUT 
A LABEL ON 
MEGALOPOLIS. 
AND THAT'S GREAT. 
THATS THE KIND OF 
FILM 0 Loe.” 


about a 12-year period where I wasn’t a working 
director, but I was experimenting and self- 
financing films like Youth Without Youth, Tetro 
and B’Twixt Now And Sunrise. I then abandoned 
Megalopolis because I thought, after 9/11, the 
idea of making a film about a utopian world 
humanity seemed very unlikely. But then, years 
after that, I said, “Well, maybe now is the time.” 


Didn’t you shoot some footage of the 
aftermath of 9/11? 

I was getting ready to make the picture when 
9/11 happened. I had this idea that I should 
shoot second-unit on a digital camera. I knew 
Ron Fricke (cinematographer on the Coppola- 
sponsored Koyaanisqatsi) and I said, “Let’s go 
and shoot.” I realised that Megalopolis would 
also be about the workings of a city. Some of that 
footage I was able to use in the final version. 
Fricke is a great artist. 


Also, during the early noughties, didn’t you 
hold a series of table-reads with a lot of 
different actors? 

I’m a big rewriter. I wasn’t given the gift of 
talent, where I just see it in one divine image; 

T have to work and make it better, even if it’s one 
per cent better. Then every once in a while, [’ll 
get some actors together and read it. If you 
remember, I was very heavy for a long part of 
my life. I went to a place, deciding to lose some 
weight, and when I was there on the exercise 
machine, just for fun I was listening to some 

of those table-reads because they were 
entertaining. I said, “I could make this movie. 
This movie is not so impossible.” 


Can you remember some of the actors 
involved in those reads? 

There were big, long lists. Everyone you can 
think of was there. Paul Newman, [James] 
Gandolfini, Leonardo DiCaprio, Bobby De Niro, 
every actor under the sun. Not Jack Nicholson, 
he never read. A lot of actors read on it. 


That must have been amazing. 
Yeah, I still have all that stuff. 


What are your memories of trying to 

get the film made through conventional 
studio routes? 

The movie business tries to encourage everyone 
to think that there’s only one way a movie can 
be. It has to have a protagonist, then, in the first 
few minutes, it has to have an antagonist. They 
are prescribing aformulathat they’llbe able >» 
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to sell over and over again. So when a movie 
comes along that doesn’t fit that formula and 
they don’t think it’s a new formula that can be 
repeated, they don’t want to do it because they 
feel there’s too much risk. But, as we know, the 
art we revere — Bizet’s Carmen, artists like 
Picasso, Monet and Matisse — is art that in its 
time was considered too risky or a failure. 
Apocalypse Now is a perfect example. When it 
came out, people said, “What the hell is this?” 
But they never stopped going to see it. With 
Megalopolis you can’t put a label on it. And 
that’s great. That’s the kind of film I like. 


How hard was it to make the decision to 
finance it yourself? 

I realised the only way I could do it is if I could 
borrow the money. I was in the wine business 
and that’s always going through different 
fortunes. Now we're in a very anti-alcohol mood 
in the world. There was one winery that made 
aless expensive wine that I merged with 
another group. All my kids don’t want to run 

a winery — they want to have the wine to give as 
gifts. I basically had 25 per cent of this other 
winery and I said, “Well, maybe I can sell that 
winery and make Megalopolis with that,” which 
is what I did. 


During the shoot, it was reported that 
to cut costs, you fired the art and VFX 
departments. What actually happened? 

The film that attracted me to the production 
design was Ed Norton’s Motherless Brooklyn. 
Movies are always very specific about their date, 
because all the hairstyles and cars have to 
conform. But I liked the way they handled 
Motherless Brooklyn. It seemed to span time. 
The production designer [Beth Mickle] had 

a dual career where she did independent films 
but also did big Marvel pictures. Megalopolis 
had a big art-department need because you have 
to show the world of the future. Ultimately, 
[Beth and I] really didn’t share the same vision. 
We [later] disagreed to a degree that it was 


decided that the best thing would be if I hired 
aconcept artist and came up with frames that 
showed what I wanted, which I did. The art 
department was frustrated because they 

felt I was evolving the look of the picture 
independently of them. They wanted giant 

sets and images. I wanted other elements like 
costumes and live effects to do some of the work 
and have it not all be art-department-centric. 
So, there was disagreement along those lines. 


And by this time the budget was sky- 
rocketing north? 

Yes, doing it art department-centric was 
extremely expensive. The picture was heading 
over budget [towards $148 million]. I said, 
“We have to now economise and make it much 
less expensive.” The art department had 

a production designer, five art directors and 

a supervisor. It was very hierarchical. I said, 
“Let’s fire one of the five art directors,” and 
they said, “Well, if you do that, we’ll all resign. 
And I did and they did. Then, of course, they 
bad-mouth us: “Oh, this picture is crazy.” 

I thought the picture was going very well 
because I love the actors and I love the 
performances. I didn’t want to economise. 

I wanted to get the art department to be smaller, 
and they didn’t want to be smaller. They wanted 
all the other departments to be smaller. I said, 
“Let’s face it, ’m the only one who knows what 
the director has in mind. I don’t care what you 
think.” Also, I’m not only the director — I was 
also putting up the money. So, to be told that 
Thad to have a huge art department that I didn’t 
want was absurd to me. 


» 


Let’s talk about the story. To what extent do 
you see Cesar as a self-portrait? 

I didn’t know that so much during the filming, 
but as I see the finished film, I understand that 
now. When I was making Apocalypse Now, they 
said I was Kurtz. When I was making The 
Godfather, they said I was Michael. So maybe it’s 
my fate that my life is, in fact, being made by the 


films. I was Cesar because I have a couple of 
really personal beliefs that I have never heard 
from anyone else. First of all, I believe the 
human family is roughly 300,000 years old. 
We're all one family. You are my cousin. 
Secondly, we’re a family of geniuses. We can do 
what no other creature on Earth can do. You 
never hear that said because if someone were to 
say that they’d get in trouble with the Church. 
Cesar says we can make a beautiful world for our 
children. Our children are valuable. You can’t 
lose a human child that might be a potential 
Mozart or a potential Einstein. How many 
thousands of children are being killed today? 

I think what’s going on in the world today is 
absurd. We are better than that. That’s what 

the film says, that’s what Cesar says, and that’s 
what I say. 


Also Cesar’s line, “When we leap into the 
unknown, we prove that we are free.” That 
feels like you. 

That is me. But that’s what I think all artists 
should be. Artists are the ones who shed light on 


our human condition. That’s why artists are 
necessary. We give them a chance to illuminate 
contemporary life. The film leaps into the 
unknown unafraid. It’s a dangerous thing to do. 


Your films — Peggy Sue Got Married, Bram 
Stoker’s Dracula, Jack, Youth Without 
Youth and now Megalopolis — are often 
concerned with characters interested in 
stopping or playing with time. What’s 

the fascination? 

It’s because we are so ruled by time. Our brain 
is so governed by time that we can’t think in 
terms of anything but causality — this happens 
and this happens and this happens. But physics 
tells us that’s probably not the way the world 
really exists. If you know anything about 
Sanskrit myth, it’s a very different vision 
because duality is allowed because the God Of 


Creation is the same as the God Of Destruction. 


My hunch is that the reality of our lives, that 
you and [ live in, is quite different than the 
way our brain interprets it because our brain 
interprets it for our survival. What’s really 


Stanley Kubrick worked on this sci-fi opus 
from the 1970s through to his death in 
1999. At one point he’d asked Steven 

Spielberg to direct it, and when Kubrick 
passed away, Spielberg finished the job. 


Martin Scorsese read Herbert Asbury’s 1928 
non-fiction book in 1970 and wanted to 
make it then. Due to the scale and cost of 
the production, though, it took him three 
decades to get the cameras rolling. 


George Miller first talked about a Max- 
centric chase movie in 1987. After years of 
prep, it officially went into pre-production in 

the early 2000s, but various disasters 

hobbled it. In 2015, he finally triumphed. 


Terry Gilliam’s take on Cervantes’ epic was 
the stuff of (impossible) dreams — and then 
nightmares. He began in 1989, but funding 
fiascos, flooding and death kept killing it. In 
2018, he was done. O/é! ALEX GODFREY 
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going on is something written by Charlie Kaufman. 
You can get more ofa glimpse into what life really 
is from one of his screenplays because he’s onto it. 


The film is dedicated to your late wife, 


Eleanor, who passed in April. What was your 
feeling there? 

Yes, I confess to a degree of sentimentality. I had 
a wonderful wife of over 62 years, and I’ve lost her. 
I must tell you I lost the rock of my life. I always 
have gone on these wild, mental adventures and 
my wife would say to me, “Francis, give your 
brain a rest!” But I don’t know how. I needed her 
and she certainly was the love of my life. I miss 
her dearly. I believe it’s only in love that we 
understand some of life’s miracles. Scientists 
haven’t agreed what dark matter and dark 
energy is. We call it ‘dark’ because we don’t 
interact with it. I feel it’s love, and we do interact 
with it because there’s nothing we do in our lives 
that doesn’t somehow touch the people we love. 
I think Chris Nolan in Interstellar expresses that 
in his way. Love is a very powerful force. We 
don’t understand, but we’re filled with it. 


Would this film have been much different 
if you’d made it ten, 20, 30 years ago? 

I’m now 85 and I’m a different person than 
Iwas when I was 75. So, the film would have 
been different... 


But also the times have changed, haven’t they? 
How do you think Megalopolis reflects 2024? 
The times are changing. I’ll say one word to 

you that sums it up: Brexit. How did that ever 
happen? That’s the most ridiculous thing. How 
self-destructive? How can you shoot yourself in 
the foot worse than that? But the world is going 
through Brexit everywhere. They’re doing stupid 
stuff to a beautiful Earth, to a beautiful human 
race. The world today seems to be filled with 
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Coppola with 
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Zanderz (Jason 
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right) keeps the 
beat; Chariots 


on fire. 


“MY WIFE WOULD 
SAY TO ME, “FRANCIS, 
GIVE YOUR BRAIN 
A REST! BUT 1 DON'T 
KNOW flow. ° 


hate and jealousy and cruelty and murder. What 
are we getting for it? It’s stupid. 


Kevin Costner self-financed Horizon: 

An American Saga at half the cost of 
Megalopolis, to slight box-office returns. 
How do you view that? 

I haven’t seen Kevin’s film. I’m pretty ignorant 
as to anything related to it. They are not like one 
another but I only wish him well. I wanted to 
make a Western. I was the one who developed 
the script that ultimately became Unforgiven. 
That was a script that I worked on with author 
David Peoples for years, and nobody wanted 
me to make a Western so I let it go. Then Clint 
made a great film out of it so ’m happy it exists. 
Unforgiven is a masterpiece, what can I say? 


Have you shown Megalopolis to your old pal 
George Lucas yet? In places, it feels like 

one of the abstract films he’s talked about 
making for years. 

George has not seen the finished film. He saw an 
early cut. I’m dying to show it to him. I’ve had 
wonderful reactions from Steve Soderbergh and 
Guillermo del Toro. Filmmakers are thrilled 
with the idea that someone could just make 

a film that’s truly new. A lot of people who’ve 
seen it wrote me beautiful notes. Typically, it’s, 
“T waited two weeks to write you because I’ve 
been thinking about this film.” It’s something 
that sticks with you and you think about it. 


What’s next? 
I want to do something that will be really fun. 


I want to do it in London. It won’t be super-duper 
expensive. To be honest with you, London is one 
place I never went with my wife. I want to go 
somewhere that everywhere I turn I don’t see 
her. It’s a wonderful thing to see her, but I’m not 
ready to go back to our home where we lived 
together because it would break my heart and 

I would miss her too much. I have no associations 
with her in London so I want to be in London. 
It’s a film from a great author, but my own 
version of it. It involves a lot of dance and music. 
A lot of Noél Coward songs. Then after that, 

I want to do ‘Distant Vision’, a really ambitious 
picture, similar to the big ones like Megalopolis. 


What’s that about? 

It’s about three or four generations of an Italian- 
American family like my own, but all being told 
against the emergence of anew phenomenon 
called television. But the movie itself is not only 
about the evolution of television — it’s told as a 
new cinematic form, which I call ‘live cinema’. It 
will look like a movie, but it will be performed live 
because that’s what it’s about. One of the essences 
of theatre and film is performance. Today in film, 
the editor creates the timing and the performance 
of the actor. I would prefer it that the actor does 
it as if you're getting a live performance. These 
are interesting things. It’s fun to be an old man 
and get to be able to play with them. 


Finally, Megalopolis has been the passion 
project of your career. How does it feel to 
finally finish it? 

I think all my films are passion projects. Even 
when youre doing a film for money, when you 
get down into the work, you're passionate about 
it because cinema is something you can’t do 
without loving. I’ve seen great directors like 
Martin Scorsese and Steven Spielberg do 
something on their cut and then dance around 
like kids with enthusiasm. This idea of ‘passion 
project’ is another one of these coined phrases. 
All making movies is passionate. It cannot not 
be. It’s too exciting. @ 
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REINCARNATION COMEDY-DRAMA IS A CENTURIES-SPANNING, GENRE-HOPPING EXTRAVAGANZA. 
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RYAN EDDLESTON 


(2016) 
I’m both a postpartum mum and filmmaker. 
And broke, actually. Making a film is such 

a joyous miracle that you become aware that, 
proportional to the human lifespan, because of 
the average length of gestation of a British indie 
film (YEARS), you haven’t much Time. After 

so many reincarnations in my career, I’d be 
pretty lucky to get to go again. You'd better 

fill the film with all your favourite things: 
carriages, aerobics, masks, wigs, dildos, axes, 
pink cats. What will you do with this, your 

one, precious film? 


(2017-2019) 
We're trying to raise finance for the script. But a) 
Iam pregnant again, and b) Covid is about to hit. 

I’d wanted to write something about 
mortality, second chances, the sadness of 
wanting something, as timeless as I could 
make it. Inspired by Powell & Pressburger, the 
Technicolor films I watched in childhood, 
theatrical fantasies seemingly relegated to some 
kind of prop cupboard. Colour, symbolism, 
fantasy. Not fashionable, apparently. I wanted 
to dig it out. Make something wholeheartedly, 
unashamedly a fantasy. Romantic with both 
small and capital R. Like the Kate Bush videos 
I adore, the Henson movies I rewatched, the 
conceptual comedies I grew up on. 

Make-up designer Nik Buck is way out 
of our league. She did my make-up for Edgar 
Wright’s The World’s End. I’d never met anyone 
with such a similarly extensive knowledge of 
the 1980s, Nik Kershaw, Brian Froud. I tell her 
about the project... A woman (Agnes) who falls 
in love (with Alex) and then dies horribly, only to 
come back to life again, over seven different time 
periods. A reincarnation romcom. Nik wanted 
in. But over several years of the film living and 
dying a death, it looked like a pipe dream. 

But Nik stayed loyal to the project. As did 
Jacob Anderson, the genius actor and musician 
whom I saw as Scipio, a mercurial deus ex 
machina. And then there’s TOYDRUM, the 
crazily talented composer duo who worked with 
me on my last film, Prevenge. So, excited about 
the prospect of knitting different époques 
together with music, they started writing. 

But things rarely go to plan. This film is a 
metaphor. For the ridiculous, evangelical pursuit 
of independent film. Sometimes people ask me 
how to get a film made and I say, “Find someone 
else as insane as you are to make it with.” Ups and 
downs, insults, injury, humans born, humans 
dying, finance collapsing, your body collapsing, 
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“I WANTED 
COLOUR, 
SYMBOLISM, 
FANTASY... 
AS TIMELESS 
AS I COULD 
MAKE 18.” 


etc. Just normal life stuff, I guess. You pursue it 
because you love it. Just like Agnes in Timestalker 
pursues Alex. If you fall, you get up. And fall 
again. Because you DON’T LEARN. That making 
films is madness. Beautiful madness. 


(2021-2022) 
We're convincing the BFI that YES we can 

do seven different time periods on a modest 
budget because: RECYCLING. Re-using props, 
locations, actors, costumes. I met Nic Roeg once, 
a great honour, and he said, “If you plan to film 
in the attic but there’s a great basement, film in 
the basement!” I feel my ethos is in many ways 
finding great basements. When you talk to the 
art department or make-up about this, you see 

a gleam in their eye. Like this realisation that, 
“My God, we're going to be asked to be 
CREATIVE on this project.” 

We bring on board incredible production 
designer Felicity Hickson. Her lateral approach 
maps with mine. Why go for several boring things 
when you could have one fuck-off big interesting 
thing? I mention a production choice I liked and 
she tells me that yes, she worked on that, she was 
responsible for it (the neon tree halos in Devs. 
The jellyfish in Skyfall). We talk symbolism, 
colour, as code for Agnes’ mood, the whole set 
as one big mood-ring. Pink for love, blue for 


Clockwise from 
left: Writer- 
director-star Alice 
Lowe as the time- 
travelling Agnes, 
here in the big-hair 
era of 1793; 

A startling sight 
for the bonneted 
townswomen 
(Kate Dickie, 
Tanya Reynolds) 
of 1688; Lowe 
takes a break from 
multitasking with 
producer Vaughan 
Sivell; A full-on 
perm? Hello, 
1980!; Good hair 


days; Lowe has 


a breather in front 


of a shot-board. 


sadness, purple for unrequited love. I tell her 
that some scenes are literally going to be filmed 
in front of a curtain. Bold. Theatrical. Layers 

of performance. Cheap. She comes up with 
aconcept to create our 18th-century ball inside 
a huge, dark space using just six mirrors. 

The key to filming is going to be a) planning 
and b) condensing locations. We visit stately 
homes, find Penpont in Wales. Western Edge 
Pictures is intimately connected with Wales due 
to producer Vaughan Sivell, literal defibrillator 
of this whole film’s heart. Penpont is charming, 

as are the owners. We also find 
a hotel in Cardiff which will 
become ‘New York’. I’m not 
really interested in creating 
reality, but more a sense of 
skewiff familiarity. 

Tand my regular DOP, 

super-talented light wizard Ryan 
Eddleston, both want to shoot 
on film, but eventually it’s going 
to hamstring our choices. So we 
opt for vintage lenses, falling 

in love with them, coming to 
know their quirks intimately. 
The lighting choices are equally 
distinct. I want the film to look 
in camera pretty much how 

it will end up. Which means 
bold decisions which tell the 
audience THIS ISN’T REAL. It’s 
theatrical, strange, contrived. 
But also indelibly its own thing. 
We can’t undo these choices. 

Do or die. 

Sometimes I think I’d rather 
be beheaded than cast another film. But we have 
a beautiful cast. Aneurin Barnard somehow 
brings incredible complexity in playing peacock 
Alex, comedy alchemist Nick Frost is bestial 
George, and the absolute heart of the piece, 
divinely skilled Tanya Reynolds, plays Meg. 

Our exec producer, Mark Hopkins, has 
built a schedule that is one of the greatest 
feats of human accomplishment. One of the 
challenges is this complete arsehole (me) 
starring as the lead whilst also directing. 
Tonight, Matthew, I’m going to be a17th-century 
spinsteeerrrr! But this is no joke. It takes the 
forbearance of the wonderful crew as wigs are 
applied. The now 2,358-rich Pinterest board 
has been disseminated... 
Athena posters 
Kenneth Anger 
Boilly 
Nancy Allen 
Ignatius Sancho 
The Story Of Adele H. 
Santa Sangre 
Working Girl 
Excalibur 
Casanova 
Purple Rain etc 

It’s going to be a 22-day shoot. Twice as 
long as my debut Prevenge, but about 400 more 
years to cover. > 
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LIFE ONE — 1688 


Felicity has made a giant fibreglass heart and 
we suspend it in the woods. My heart is on 
my sleeve. This is how I feel about the film 
generally: basically showing the world my big, 
frilly pants. In the woods. 

Day one. A light day. I’m going to run across 
some heather. In a bonnet. I say to the crew, “Guys, 
Thave an idea. I’m going to fall over. So don’t come 
into shot.” I do this. I run. Fall. Get back up. Run 
again. I hear aloud POP. Oh fuck. It’s my ankle. 
No-one comes to help. They’ve been told not to. 
By me. I’m lying in the heather. I raise my hand 
querulously in the air. My foot is ballooning into 
an aubergine. “I’ve fucked the shoot,” I think. The 
crew approach, realising something is wrong. 
“We're going to go to close-ups now,” I croak. 

This footage is in the actual film. The poetic 
fall also a metaphor for my hubris. I am limping, 
as the eagle-eyed among you may spot, in the 
film. I consider to myself that I have made a film 
about injury. I hope I am not going to actually 
die on set. Though it would make a cool story. 


LIFE TWO — 1793 


Corsets always time-constrain as well as 
everything else. So now, filming in Penpont, the 
actors come in, see me in a weird dress and we 
have to pretty much start acting. As someone who 
likes to not rehearse too much, it suits me. I’m 
aware I have this incredible cast. I want them to 
have freedom with the scenes. I mean, why have 
Nick Frost if you're not going to let him give you 
some extra, um... crackling? I wanted this film to 
feel like a playground. To give these reincarnated 
characters an absurdity in the costumes they’re 
wearing, using whatever is at their disposal of 
knowledge of these eras, drawn from films and 
books. Fragments of identity, scraps of soul. 

The cat shits itself for some reason. We 
pull Nick’s fake nose off. We sit in a carriage in 
pouring rain in the dark while crew rock us from 
the outside. We film the carriage going back and 
forth and, serendipitously, someone’s dog off its 
leash, who now stars in the film. 


LIFE THREE — 1847 


We stumble upon an actual whole church in 
the grounds of Penpont. “Shall we use that?” 
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I casually ask Ryan. For this section we’re 
creating a Jane Eyre/The Piano-style Victorian 
mini-melodrama. Wales is experiencing a mini 
Covid surge. The precariousness of life and 
death is not far away. Victorian Agnes walks 
along a street, only to recognise the man she’s 
pursuing through time. Aneurin whistling the 
Timestalker theme. We film outside the pink 
house of Penpont’s only tenant. A lady who 
apparently lives without electricity, choosing to 
wash her clothes in the stream. She’s not happy 
her anachronistic lifestyle is being disturbed by 
our filming. When she finds out what the film 

is about, she writes me a poem. It seems to be 
saying that I don’t need to film a story about the 
past when I could, like her, live in it. Hmm, she 
gets it, I think. Deludedly. 


LIFE FOUR — 1940 


Finding a retro theatre in Wales is proving 
costly. We reassess the hotel we’re filming 

in, parts of which are closed for renovation 
therefore up for grabs. A wooden-panelled side 
chamber of a large dining hall is interesting. 

A few curtains and tables and theatrical lighting 
and it transforms into a Lynchian microworld. 
A magician’s stage set, complete with wheel of 
death. The bright, vivid colours are stunning. 
This mini film-within-a-film is without words 
and so becomes one of my favourite parts of the 


Clockwise from 
left: Agnes cuts 
a dash in 1980; 
Agnes suffused in 
purple tones 
— shorthand for 
unrequited love 
— in 2117; 

A New York cab 
in Wales; Aneurin 
Barnard, Jacob 
Anderson and 
Lowe rock the 
*80s; Filming 
ghoulish events in 
1940; Seeking 
solace in a feline 
friend in 1847; Will 
Agnes make it up 


the aisle? 


film. We remember to put in a blue rose as the 
symbol for Agnes’ sadness. 


LIFE FIVE — 1980 
My soul is stuck in the 1980s. The inherent 
beauty, comedy, familiarity, bright colours, 
comforting backdrops. NOSTALGIA. Which 
means literally coming home but also PAIN. 
And this is what I’m trying to do, bring you 
back into a world that you or someone has 
left behind. So how are we going to make 
Cardiff into New York? 

We are offered a single street outside the 
hotel. I’m drawing on different film references 
to make the audience feel they’re seeing more 


BTS: Vaughan Sivell 


than they are. We do this with the clichéd idea 
ofa US city. Ghostbusters, Trading Places, 
Cagney & Lacey. My idea is that my tapping into 
people’s memories is emulating reincarnation. 
Recognition without quite knowing why. 


LIFE SIX — 2117 


I opt for the future presenting as an amalgam 
of the past. All the selves we’ve met throughout 
the film combined into one dandy dancing 
revolutionary. We are back to Penpont for 

our finale. Jacob, Tanya and I must run out of 
the building — bellowing, war-like, futuristic 
Bravehearts. Jacob and Tanya are behind me, 
like whippets straining on the leash about to 


“IF YOU 
feet, Y OU 
GET UP. AND 
FALL AGAIN. 
BECAUSE YOU 
DON’T LEARN. 
THAT MAKING 
FILMS I$ 
MADNESS. 
BEAUTIFUL 
MADNESS.” 


run out very fast. Because... they can, I suppose. 
I still have a bad ankle. Pink flares are being set 
off and held by extras dressed as riot police. 

Tm holding a rolling pin. We run out, and as 
usual on this shoot, get one or two takes at this 
momentous moment in the film which is the 
ending. Or NOT... 


LIFE SEVEN — THE DAWNING OF TIME 


This era represents a kind of dreamscape, 

atime pre- or post-history, in this cyclical world. 
Aneurin and I, Jon Snowed-up in IKEA fleeces, 
chase each other through the emerald, Boorman- 
esque woods. Because of my ankle, the producer 
has the inspired idea of dressing one of our 


stuntmen in my costume. I am the only person 
who cannot run fast on this production. The sun 
begins to set; we have literally five mins to get 
Agnes meeting the giant heart in the woods. But 
we've prided ourselves in wrapping on time. 

As amum, I feel passionately. I yell to Ryan 
(rare!) that we are going to shoot this fast. We 
get one take. It’s in the film. Sometimes one 
chance is enough. 


J (2023) 

So this is when the work really starts. I love 

a shoot, it’s my safe space. But I come to realise 
that the ransom for a short shoot is along 

edit. Test screenings, revisions for pace and 
meaning, selecting the kaleidoscopic imagery, 
the painstaking stitching together of seven 
different worlds. Things don’t make the cut 
unless they get a laugh in the room. 

With the help of genius editor Chris 
Dickens, we find the film’s stride. Chris is a zen 
master of editing. Every day a masterclass. On 
the first day he says to me, “Let’s mess some 
stuff up and see what’s great about it.” Be still 
my beating heart. The confidence to allow 
spontaneity, mistakes to guide you, then use 
your experience to know when you've found it. 

I work with my regular collaborator, Martin 
Pavey, on sound. Again, working without 
snobbery and with genuine experimentation is 
such arare privilege. We hoot with laughter in 
his attic studio in Plumstead at some of our 
choices. At one stage Peter Strickland supplies 
farts for Nick Frost’s character in a dinner scene. 
But confusingly it’s not actually funny. It’s a sad 
disappointment to me that we can’t give Peter 
Strickland a credit for ‘GEORGE’S FARTS’. 

I’ve given composers TOYDRUM a baffling 
smorgasbord of references. From Lalo Schifrin 
to the Tron soundtrack to Bulgarian choirs and 
Flock Of Seagulls. I ask them if they can do an 
orchestrated romantic score. Theme, motifs, 
strings. Doctor Zhivago. The answer is no, but 
they give it to me anyway. I’m humbled. These 
extraordinarily emotional tracks which build the 
film’s language. The icing on the cake is working 
with colourist Claire Winter at Dirty Looks, who 
has such sensitivity and painterly vision. 

I’m aware that, talking about the film, it 
sounds like a series of fortuitous events, but 
if you have evangelical belief, it can happen. 
Faith is needed in the UK film industry 
generally. Some of Agnes’ blind optimism 
doesn’t hurt sometimes. 

It gets to the point where I feel this is an 
academic exercise, the film will never be seen, 
edit-limbo for the rest of my life. Luckily we’ve 
been editing at Western Edge Pictures, near 
which there is an M&S. But I can’t shop there 
forever. Until I’ve come full circle and am 
broke again. But even so, I’d just want to make 
another one. 

Eventually it’s Time. Time to consider 
the film finished. And about to begin its real 
journey. @ 
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WITH NOCTURNAL THRILLER COLLATERAL, EX-TAXI DRIVER MICHAEL 


PRESENTED A TOM CRUISE WE’D NEVER SEEN BEFORE. TWENTY 
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MANN GOT BACK IN THE CAB AND, IN SILVER-HAIRED HITMAN VINCENT, 
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' YEARS ON, THE DIRECTOR REFLECTS ON A SUBVERSIVE CLASSIC 
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magine, for amoment, that it’s 2003, 
and youre an assistant director ona 
new Michael Mann movie. Exciting, 
right? After all, Mann is one of the 
best in the business; the guy who 
directed Heat and The Insider, and 
who just got an Oscar-nominated 
performance out of Will Smith in Alz. 
And, after that movie, in which not 
a single person commits a major 
felony, this new one sees Mann back 
in the crime game, directing Tom 
Cruise as Vincent, an assassin who 
forces cab driver Max (Jamie Foxx) 
to ferry him from hit to hit across 
one blood-soaked LA night. You’ve 
heard rumours about the stuff 
Cruise is doing in preparation for 
his part, but you put them to the 
back of your mind. Not your concern 
at the moment. You have other things to focus on. 

Allin all, you would be, it’s fair to say, 
cock-a-hoop with this gig. And, as filming begins 
to loom large, your excitement is only building 
as you pull into the production office car park to 
start your day. It’s 7.30 am. Life is good. 

And then, as you're walking towards the 
office, you feel a slight tap on your back. You 
turn around to see what it was, and you come 
face-to-face with Tom Cruise. The actual Tom 
Cruise. You reach round to the spot on your back 
where you felt the pressure, and you find that 
there’s a Post-it note on there. You pull it off, and 
you read what’s on there. It says, “Youre dead.” 

Congratulations, you've just been killed by 
Tom Cruise. And, if you were in any doubt before, 
you now know for sure that Michael Mann doesn’t 
do things by halves. Welcome to Collateral. 


wenty-one years on, Michael Mann 

laughs as he recalls the story of how 

Cruise, under orders to learn the skills 

necessary to become a hitman as 
talented as his character, Vincent, essentially 
started stalking members of Mann’s crew. The 
director himself was in on it. “We knew that 
[the assistant director] went to the gym three 
mornings a week,” says Mann, talking to Empire 
from his LA office, “and that he came to work 
early at 7.30. And here’s where he parked, and 
that’s the place to get him because there was one 
way in and three exits. Which is good tradecraft.” 

Collateral isn’t just a Michael Mann movie, 
it’s A Michael Mann Movie. It’s a precision- 
tooled thriller that is also an astutely observed 
character-study of a guy who is an outstanding 
professional in his chosen field. It just so happens 
that that chosen field is killing people for money. 
It is slick. It is sharp. It is soulful, concerned 
with matters of the heart every bit as much as it’s 
concerned with matters of the headshot. It sounds 
stupendous. It looks even better. If you cut it, it 
bleeds cobalt blue. It feels like it was engineered 
ina lab, man-made to be Mann-made. 
Yet, that wasn’t the case. The screenplay, 

aspec script by Australian writer Stuart Beattie, 
had been bouncing around Hollywood for a while 
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(at one point, Frank Darabont had been 
attached to direct it) before it landed on Mann’s 
desk. When it did, he was far down the road of 
directing The Aviator, the biopic of Howard 
Hughes which he had initiated and developed. 
Leonardo DiCaprio was on board, and ready to 
rock. But something was nagging away at Mann. 

“Starting with [The Last Of The] Mohicans 
in’92, and then doing Heat and Insider and Ali, 
those were four really large and wonderfully 
complex narratives,” he says. “And they’re also 
large physical productions, which is exciting. 
There was something about Aviator that felt 
similar to Ali, in the sense that there’s something 
that the protagonist was searching for within him.” 

So perhaps Mann was already looking for an 
out, and when he read Collateral, he was swiftly 
provided with one. “If you took the Beattie 
screenplay, and put it in an X-ray [machine], the 
skeleton is brilliantly structured,” he explains. 
“Each of the two characters, the killer and cab 
driver, become the agent of realisations of the 
other. That basic construction, and it all 
happening within a compressed timeframe of one 
night, made it such a good idea. And I confess, 
the idea of having only one wardrobe change 


Main: Hitman 
Vincent (Tom 
Cruise) has LA 
taxi driver Max 
(Jamie Foxx) in 
the line of fire. 
Right, 
clockwise: 
“Could you take 
the B534, 
please?”; 
Detective 
Fanning (Mark 
Ruffalo) is on 
the hunt; 
Director 
Michael Mann 
with Cruise and 
Foxx on set; 
Max’s taxi takes 
a tumble. 
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was very attractive.” 

Eventually, Mann let The Aviator fly 
away. “We were at my house — Leo, myself and 
[executive producer] Rick Yorn — on Christmas 
Eve, and I said if either Martin Scorsese or 
Milos Forman would direct it, I was gonna do 
Collateral.” Soon after, he got a phone call from 
Scorsese, The Aviator became collateral damage, 
and Collateral was officially Mann’s next movie. 
Now he just needed a killer and a cab driver. 


he internet — which is never wrong — 
will tell you that Russell Crowe was first 
on board to play Vincent. That’s not how 
Mann remembers it. “Very early on, the 
idea was to have Tom do it,” he says. “I love when 
Tom does characters that are very far removed 
from both himself and other characters we’ve 
seen him do.” One of the characters Mann 
namechecks is fairly predictable — Frank T.J. 
Mackey from Magnolia. The other is less so. “I’m 
thinking about that terrific film he did in which 
he played the studio boss, Tropic Thunder.” 
Equally, the internet will tell you that Adam 
Sandler was Mann's first choice to play Max, which 
would probably have made it a very different film. 
There’s a little more truth to that, but not much. 
Mann had eyes for Foxx, with whom he had just 
worked on Ali. “You're talking to a number of 
people about these things,” says Mann. “You 
have numerous conversations. In my mind, it 
was always Jamie. I think he’s a genius. I first 
tripped to Jamie watching In Living Color when 
he was doing one of his characters, an older 
woman, and he was so submerged into playing 
that character. It was played for comedy, but if 
you subtract the humour from it, you're looking at 
an actor who was so deep into another persona.” 
The cognitive dissonance of Mann, 
famously a Very Serious Filmmaker, chortling > 
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away at both Les Grossman in Tropic Thunder 
and Jamie Foxx playing a woman in a riotous 
sketch show aside, once he had his leading men, 
it was time to go to work. Which, for Cruise, 
meant hitman boot-camp in the guise of the 
aforementioned stalking of crew members, 
weapons and fight training, and other challenges 
which would test if the most famous man on the 
planet could go incognito. “I had him deliver 
acalendar to a liquor store in downtown Los 
Angeles, strike up conversations with three 
people, and nobody knew it was Tom Cruise,” 
laughs Mann. “There was a sign on him that said 
‘FedEx’ and he had a cap that said ‘FedEx’ and 
when people see a sign, they believe it.” 

That desire for anonymity is also what drove 
Mann to cloak Vincent in grey from head to toe. 
“That’s just simple tradecraft,” he says. “If you’re 
doing anything illegal like that, you don’t want 
to walk around with a unique Hawaiian shirt.” 
As for the salt-and-pepper hairdo that Cruise, 
20 years on, is still nowhere near, Mann smiles. 
“T confess that I had a model in my head of Lee 
Marvin in Point Blank.” 

For Foxx, his training meant riding around 
in a Crown Vic with Mann, who had dabbled 
with cab-driving in Chicago when he was paying 
his way through university. “There are things 
about driving a cab, and how you move through 
the city and know the highways and byways 
and shortcuts, and have ways of driving with 
a flourish in urban traffic, that are unique to 
that profession,” says Mann. “But I never had 
a fare like Vincent.” 

Nobody ever had a fare like Vincent. From 
the moment he steps inside Max’s cab, Vincent 
(probably not his real name) assumes a hugely 
unorthodox role: part-captor, part-tormentor, 
part-self-help guru, challenging and cajoling 
Max into becoming a more assertive person. 

He blithely blows people away, and routinely 
threatens Max and psychologically profiles him, 
but also seems strangely drawn to him, compelled 
to give him a helping hand here, a kick up the 
backside there. He pretends to be a highflying 
lawyer to put the fear of God into Max’s deadbeat 
boss, he forces Max to go see his mother in 
hospital, he convinces him to call the female 
passenger, Jada Pinkett Smith’s Annie, with whom 
Max makes a genuine connection in the first act 
(and, who turns out to be Vincent’s last mark). 

“There’s something at the core of what 
Vincent is extolling to Max as a way to be 
authentic, and live your life in some kind of 
vibrant reality instead of evading your ambition 
with some fantasy that’s never going to happen,” 
says Mann. But, as Neil McCauley — another of 
Mann’s flawed, grey-suited antagonists — says 
in Heat, there’s a flipside to that coin. As Max 
becomes emboldened, infuriated by Vincent’s 
sociopathic streak and rising body-count (he’s 
a life-coach who takes life, too), he gives Vincent 
as good as he gets, turning on him with laser 
focus and undermining what Mann calls 
Vincent’s “adamantine philosophical totality”. 
The resulting meltdown sees Vincent lose his 
cool in a manner that even Les Grossman might 
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think is a bit OTT. 

“What Max is saying lands,” says Mann. 
“There’s a void within Vincent. The structured 
rationale that he’s built, explaining who he is to 
himself, is coming apart from the poignant 
remarks that this guy — this insecure, failed, 
entrepreneur cab driver — starts confronting 
him with.” Respect the cab. 


eattie had set Collateral in New York, 
_ home of the angry cabbie, but Mann 
) relocated the action to his adopted 
home, Los Angeles. “So much of LA is 
undiscovered from my point of view,” he explains. 
Months of location-scouting threw up a treasure 
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trove of off-the-beaten-path locations. Like the 
club where Max (pretending to be Vincent) visits 
Javier Bardem’s Mob boss, or the bridge where 
Max tosses Vincent’s hit list into the LA traffic, or 
the deserted side street where Max and Vincent 
clock a coyote crossing the street and, in true 
Anguished Michael Mann Leading Characters 
fashion, have a moment of reflection while Chris 
Cornell and Audioslave sing ‘Shadow On The Sur’; 
a moment ripped straight from Mann’s own life. 
“Tt’s about one in the morning, driving north 
on Fairfax up into the hills, at the intersection of 
Fairfax and Santa Monica,” he recalls, “and these 
two coyotes walk across the intersection, like it’s 
still all wilderness, and they own it. And it was just 
the attitude of it that stuck with me.” As for how 
they pulled off the shot, Mann admits with a smile, 
“We tried to train those coyotes for two months. 
Finally, we put them on a wire and collar, ran 
them across, and then visually took the wire out. 
You can’t train coyotes. That was a big lesson.” 
Bar the opening few minutes, which chart 
Max and Vincent’s parallel journeys as the 
former gets into his cab and picks up Annie, and 


the latter arrives at LAX and gets his list of targets 
from Jason Statham, of all people, Collateralisa 
movie drenched in neon and nightlights. Which 
meant two things: firstly, the shoot would be 
almost entirely at night. Right up Mann’s alley. 
“T love night shoots,” he says. Which is handy, 

as there were 67 of them, stretching out over 
several months. “You're separating yourself 
from the rest of the world, you're going to work 
when everybody’s going home. I like the city 
when it’s vacant, at three in the morning.” It 
keeps him sharp, on the edge, where he’s gotta be. 

Secondly, it also prompted one of the 
director’s biggest decisions on the movie; that 
digital photography was the future, and the 
future was now. “It was a big risk,” he admits 
now. “No-one had done a photorealistic 
feature-length movie on video before. It was 
very, very experimental.” 

Digital photography has come on in leaps 
and bounds over the last 20 years, of course, but 
the incipient nature of the tech lends Collateral 
a particular grainy charm and fuzzy logic that 
enhances the film’s dreamy vibe. “I wanted to 


see into the city at night,” explains Mann. “You 
cannot do it on photochemical. Those shots 
when we see Jamie driving and then behind him 
in the cab you see Tom, and then behind him 
you see the whole of the city, with the Pissarro- 
type perspective down the street with the 
clouds, that’s the reality. That’s what I was after.” 
Not that there weren’t teething troubles, 
though. “The equipment was primitive,” 
says Mann. “When Collateral was made, 
all exhibition was photochemical. We were 
shooting in video, but had to transfer to 
photochemical prints and those looked 
horrible.” He admits that what they were 
filming “looked bad on the monitors. The 
first two weeks of shooting, I would have this 
recurrent nightmare that the movie doesn’t 
really exist,” he says. “I’m spending all this 
time and money, and the only place it resides 
is in my memory. There’s no actual film here; 
it’s all a fraud.” 


wo decades on, no fraud can be detected. 
There’s an actual film here, alright, one 
of Mann’s very best. Thrilling, darkly 
funny (Vincent encouraging a tentative 
Max to tell his boss that he’ll “shove this yellow 
cab up your fat ass” is a hilarious highpoint), 
profound, Collateral remains a marvel. Like 
Heat, it’s built upon the connection and 
interplay between its two leads. Unlike Heat, it 
doesn’t keep them at arm’s length. Vincent and 
Max are very rarely apart. And while the most 
famous scene in Heat — perhaps of Mann’s 
entire career — sees De Niro and Pacino sit 
down for a cup of coffee, like a couple of regular 
fellas, face-to-face, in Collateral, for the most 
part Cruise is in the back of the cab, Foxx in the 
front. “I thrilled to that,” laughs Mann. “I wish 
I could shoot all dialogue scenes that way, 
because they’re both facing the camera.” 

The last time Max and Vincent meet, they 
do come face-to-face, firing guns at each other 
onan MTA train. Max, who’s never fired a gun in 
his life, gets lucky. Vincent, who is pretty much 
into double figures for that evening alone, does 
not. Already wounded, his precise aim deserts 
him, and he sends three shots thumping into the 
metal frame of a door. Max’s spray-and-pray 
method pays off, and as Vincent sits down, 
bleeding out, a red stain spreading across his 
shirt that is the equivalent of a Post-it note with 
“You're dead” written on it, Vincent’s last words 
— the last words of the film — are, “A guy gets 
on the MTA here in LA and dies. Think anyone 
will notice?” 

It’s acallback to one of his riffs from earlier 
on, when he was expounding upon his hatred of 
LA (acrime for which Mann duly punishes him), 
but for the director, it’s vitally important. “He’s 
existentially aware of his human condition,” he 
says. “We're footprints in the sand, the tide 
comes in, we were never there. That’s what it is. 
It is the human condition for all of us.” 

Pretty lofty goals for a film about a guy who 
gets into another guy’s cab. But then, Michael 
Mann doesn’t do things by halves. @ 
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IN OUR REGULAR SERIES, WE EXPLORE 
A SLICE OF CINEMA LORE 


THIS MONTH 


JOE 
MARTIN 


JOE MARTIN HAD gone wild. Apeshit, you might say. 

Lips curled back into an angry grimace, with a defensive hunch 
and a stony expression, the great animal star of the early silver 
screen was having a temper tantrum that would make Joan 
Crawford look like a pushover. The ape was on the roof of 

a building on the Universal lot, surrounded by onlookers, among 
them his befuddled, usually authoritative trainer, Al ‘Curley’ 
Stecker. The orangutan-actor of silent comedy had become 

a household name in the 1910s, but he was in no mood for monkey 
business on that day in late July of 1919, having escaped his 
enclosure at the renowned Universal City Zoo. 

In his so-called three-day rampage, Joe reportedly ripped his 
cage door off its hinges before freeing 15 wolves and his friend 
Charlie the elephant from their respective shackles. He went on 
to break into and wreck his trainer’s office, snatching up a shaving 
razor as he went. No-one was harmed, but panic was widespread, 
with all manner of productions thrown into chaos. Different 
reports surfaced. Some folks claimed that Stecker lassoed his 
hairy friend, who escaped the studio gates and — others said — 
terrorised a church meeting, before Stecker dragged him back 
into captivity. Los Angeles newspapers dashed out column inches 
by the dozen about the ape that had run amok. 

But Joe was no ordinary ape: he was a movie star who, at the 
height of his fame, would delight millions with his short silent 
comedies, keep the public ensnared in tales of so-called ‘insanity’, 
and when all else failed... he really did join the circus. 


rought from Borneo to California in 1911 and soon 

afterward sold to Universal — who were keen to expand 

their menagerie of exotic animals to use on screen — 

Joe had always displayed a knack for fast learning and 
anear-uncanny intelligence. “The first great thespian ape,” wrote 
one reporter, was well known for his “gentleness with babies and 
children, and his apparently docile and affectionate disposition”. 
From his earliest days in the laps of his poachers, he was known to 
scrawl with pencil on paper, eat competently from a plate, and 
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even pick at some rudimentary guitar strings. 

It doesn’t seem like a huge stretch to assume he 
might have learned how to become an escape 
artist, too. Ironically, the film which made him 
famous was director Paul Bourgeois’ now lost 
1915 two-reeler Joe Martin Turns ’Em Loose, 
about an ape who unleashes a series of zoo 
animals on a hapless crowd of bystanders. When 
we talk about film stars’ lives imitating their art, 
you couldn’t ask for a better parallel. 

And who could blame Joe? From the start, 
his stardom was a strange affair. He was 
anthropomorphised and publicised with little 
distinction from his Homo sapien colleagues; 
he was touted widely in newspapers and fan 
magazines as an ape of shockingly human 
distinction. He wore pyjamas, drank whiskey 
and smoked cigars (a habit he apparently picked 
up from puffing on one in his 1917 film Making 
Monkey Business), loved children and babies, 
sometimes becoming aggressively protective of 
them; enjoyed not-entirely-sensible meals of 
root beer, corn on the cob and ice cream, and 
had his own personal ‘bungalow’ with indoor 
plumbing, according to one report. Movie 
magazines ran advertisements about his talents 


to encourage exhibitors to book his comedy 
two-reelers, often from the POV of Joe Martin 
himself. If only he could have really told us how 
he felt on that day in 1919 when he decided to let 
the whole menagerie loose. 

Although his career had been relatively 
short in years, Joe Martin was long in experience, 
with some 100 film titles to his name by the 
time of the ‘rampage’ that summer. And like 
any veteran movie star, the orangutan was to 
go on to cement his reputation for being a 
‘temperamental’ presence on set. During the 
making of his comedy A Monkey Bell-Hop in 
1921, he grew startled and bit Ethel Stecker 
— the wife of his trainer — on the ankle, his 
sharp incisors cutting down to the bone. In the 
aftermath, Curley Stecker pleaded for Joe’s life 
to be spared. By 1922, on the set of Rex Ingram’s 
picture Trifling Women, Joe had also sunk his 
teeth into actor Edward Connelly’s arm in an 
apparent misguided attempt to protect the 
dainty star, Barbara La Marr. Another story goes 
that the ape left a helpless child actor hanging 
precariously from a tall tree-branch when he 
lunged to attack someone else; the alleged 
reason was that Joe became enraged at seeing 


one of his kind being hit. 

When his beloved Stecker, who had worked 
as an animal-wrangler at Universal Ranch from 
its first days, left the studio in the early 1920s, 
Joe became ever more unruly; he attacked 
three other trainers in Stecker’s absence and was 
said to have killed another, smaller orangutan 
who was put in his cage for companionship. 
(Stecker, on his return in 1922, was greeted with 
akiss by the giant ape.) Although several of the 
incidents of Joe Martin’s anger seem to have 
been precipitated by his overprotective nature, 
it would only be a few years before he became 
persona non grata in Hollywood. Cinema’s most 
famous orangutan actor had simply become too 
dangerous to work with. In 1923, Universal 
mogul Carl Laemmle reluctantly sold Joe 
Martin to the circus. 


t would be wrong to say a simian gentleman 

like Joe Martin had ‘gone’ wild; his wildness 

was already there. He had arrived on 

Californian shores at six months old from the 
jungles of Borneo, named by his captors and put 
in a cage on the Venice Beach pier in 1911. In the 
years before poaching was illegal, this was 
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common practice with orangutans and other 
exotic animals. Most were not as hardy or as 
lucky as Joe Martin, and many died. 

Movies were still only a few decades old, 
and they often traded in spectacle above all 
else: death-defying stunts, slapstick comedy, 
racy melodrama, and a dash of jungle exoticism 
to boot. The popularity of the travelling 
circus and the carnival barker had not yet 
been intervened upon by reformists and 
animal-rights activists; it would be decades 
before the American Humane Society would 
be allowed to visit film sets or intervene on 
behalf of animal welfare. 

The spirit of early Hollywood was one of 
anything-goes energy, populated as it was by 
dirt-poor tenement kids-turned-moguls and 
former ’49er gold miners. It may be that motion 
pictures came into their own as an art form in 
the mid-20th century, but they were born 
from 19th-century technology and culture. 
That meant that the people who careened 
into Southern California, to take advantage 
of a quick way to turn a buck, were no more 
convinced that films would be a lasting business 
than they were that striking some gold in a rural 
stream would be. Which is to say: daredevilry, 
carnival barker-ism, circus animals, and 
cheap and cheerful entertainment were the 
order of the day. 

Particular methods were used to get 
performances out of Joe Martin and his 
compatriots. Asked how he managed to get Joe 
to follow direction, Curley Stecker explained: 

“T do them first myself — Joe will watch me and 
then imitate my every action.” Filmmakers who 
specialised in directing animal pictures, like 
William S. Campbell, would allow upwards 

of a month to make comedy shorts where they 
needed to corral apes or other members of the 
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zoo. Campbell would direct Joe Martin by using 
live chamber music: the filmmaker, cleverly, had 
the musicians play within earshot but out of 
sight for Joe, eliciting the appropriate facial 
expressions. When this worked, it worked more 
or less seamlessly, and seeing Joe in the few 
existing and available-to-watch silent films 
around today is genuinely amusing. He chatters, 
claps, grins, and provides requisite menace on 
perfect cue; it’s no wonder he was seen as such 

a valuable property, particularly in a time when 
jungle settings and foreign locales were so 
popular on film. 

There were many unusual sights seen 
in the Babylon-era of silent Hollywood, but 
a cigar-smoking, besuited ape the size of 
a large man would still, one imagines, be 
surprising for someone strolling through the 
Universal backlot. Along with Stecker — then 
a twentysomething daredevil with a talent 
for taming wild animals — the pair must have 
cut a strange and impressive sight, particularly 
given that Stecker allowed his ape friend to live 
among, play with, and even co-star beside his 
young children. Stecker would prove to be 
a pivotal figure in Joe Martin’s life: he showed 
great loyalty to the ape, even remaining by the 
animal’s side to nurse him back to health when 
he battled Spanish flu in 1918. 

But none of this fame or camaraderie took 
away from the fact that Mighty Joe Martin had, 
in effect, been Mighty Joe Young-ed. He may 
have been a movie star, but he was also a captive. 
In the wild, orangutan babies typically stay in 
the immediate vicinity of their mothers until 
they are up to seven years old. That means they 
are historically obtained only through the killing 
of those mothers. Orangutans are widely 
considered the most intelligent ape, with an 
ability to grasp the chronology of past, present 
and future, and an unparalleled skill for using 
tools. There’s no way to know for certain, but 
standard practice of the era meant that poor, 
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famous Joe Martin was most likely orphaned 
and stolen in a manner which might traumatise 
any living thing — never mind one of the 
smartest species in the animal kingdom. 


nyone who has seen the horrific 

chimp-actor attack in Jordan Peele’s 

Nope might have a sense of the dangers 

present in working with animal stars. 
Prodding and poking at a creature of such size 
and strength has its risks, and in an era which 
did not spend much time on health and safety 
for its humans, it’s no surprise that animals were 
not considered with sensitivity. 

Joe Martin was an orangutan — generally 
seen by experts as both smarter and gentler than 
the chimpanzees of Nope — but his gargantuan 
size and increasingly sullen temper was hardly 
to be ignored. A 1923 Oakland Tribune piece 
noted that “it would probably be unsafe” to 
try and actually work with the animals of the 
Universal zoo. “These animals are always 
dangerous no matter how well-trained or 
accustomed to man they might be,” wrote 
Photoplay in 1920. “It takes a man with great 
ability and a cast-iron nerve to handle them. 
Such a man is Curley Stecker... perhaps the 
greatest trainer of animal movie actors in 
the world.” 

Unfortunately, even with this awareness of 
the dangers, the Hollywood of the 1910s was fast 
and loose with regulation and oversight. Al 
Santell, a filmmaker-actor of the period, worked 
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Joe Martin takes his daily walk. 


with Joe frequently and was attacked by him on 
more than one occasion. Santell pointed out, 
“He doesn’t just give you one quick bite — he 
clamps his teeth in, gets set, and then puts on 
the pressure. And I could feel each tooth mauling 
into my leg.” Perhaps it was due to a false sense 
of security among the Hollywood filmmakers 
and trainers of the time, who believed they 
could domesticate or even reason with such an 
intelligent animal, but the results were 
becoming increasingly unmanageable. 

Given the overall disinterest in animal 
welfare in this period — for instance, over 100 
horses were killed during the making of Cecil B. 
DeMille’s Ben Hur (1925) — it’s notable that Joe 


Martin was considered special enough to be 
treated well. When the decision was finally made 
to sell Joe, Universal’s Carl Laemmle was said 
to have insisted that the Al G. Barnes Circus 
give an assurance that “the big ape would always 
have a good home and proper treatment”. 

And yet, in some of the last remaining reports 
of Joe Martin’s whereabouts from 1927, the 

ape couldn’t seem to keep out of trouble — 

or away from exploitation. Stories abound 

of him escaping captivity again, on this 

occasion knocked over and given a black eye 

by none other than showboating former 
heavyweight boxer James J. Jeffries, who was 

in attendance for a circus exhibition match. It 
goes some way to proving how much Joe was 
valued purely for his image as a beastly form 

of entertainment, regardless of whether he be 
comic or villainous. 

Sadly, one of the darkest parts of the Joe 
Martin story is simply that no-one is quite sure 
when, where, or how he died. He travelled with 
the circus into the early 1930s, where local press 
had fun covering his visits to their hometowns. 
Unverifiable rumours from child-star memoirist 
Baby Peggy claim that he was killed by his own 
trainer after one too many violent episodes. 
Showbiz magazines wrote mournfully of him, 
with The New Movie magazine in 1932 reporting 
ruefully: “What did they do to poor Joe Martin, 
the greatest actor who ever came to Hollywood? 
They shot him, that’s what they did. They said he 
went mad. Well, other actors go ‘Hollywood’ too, 
but they don’t shoot them.” 

Al ‘Curley’ Stecker could have had no 
contribution to the matter, for good or ill. He 
would die from injuries he sustained a year after 
an animal attack: Joe Martin’s fellow Universal 
City Zoo inhabitant, Charlie the elephant, 
savaged the man and forced him into early 
retirement. (Stecker, like many of the daredevils 
of early film before him, died young, aged only 
31.) We may never know exactly what happened 
to Joe Martin; sadly the curse of obscurity has 
meant that film-history buffs cannot make a 
pilgrimage to his grave like they can with Toto 
the dog or other four-legged stars. 

For the public, the memory of Joe Martin 
would eventually fade away completely. But in 
his day, Joe flew in biplanes with daring aviators 
and worked opposite legends like Erich von 
Stroheim, shared sugar cubes with silent 
mavens, and sat behind the wheels of luxury 
Kissel automobiles. He exemplified a brief 
and unwieldy age where cinema and spectacle 
were one and the same. His time in the spotlight 
has much to say about the ways that the 
entertainment industry — and the world — has 
changed in our treatment of animal performers. 

Sadly, that change would not come quickly 
enough for Joe, the poor orangutan who ended 
up so far from his jungle home. Yet for all its ills, 
Hollywood has a way of allowing mythology to 
survive. As a child once wrote to him in a fan 
letter: “Dear Joe Martin: I wish you would send 
me your picture. My papa says you are only 
amonkey, but I think youareanactor.” @ 
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INTERVIEWING DOUG LIMAN is much like 
his career: you have no idea where it’s going, but 
it’s entertaining as hell. One minute you start 
asking the 59-year-old director about his latest 
movie, the action-comedy caper The Instigators, 
the next he’s telling you in detail (Doug Liman 
doesn’t do short answers) about an unplanned 
sojourn he made to Ukraine with a group of 
mercenaries. But that’s Liman’s credo. He goes 
wherever he thinks will interest him most. “I’m 
a storyteller,” he says. “If you go have these 
experiences, you then have stories to tell.” 

And what stories he’s told over the years, 
starting out with 1996’s Swingers (technically his 
second film; the first, 1994’s Getting In, is currently 
unavailable), and then swiftly transitioning into 
thrillers with the likes of The Bourne Identity, 
Mr. & Mrs. Smith, Edge Of Tomorrow and Road 
House (the other movie of his that was released 
this year), cementing his reputation as one of 
the most interesting and innovative action 
directors around. Over the course of a 40-minute 
Zoom with Liman from his Martha’s Vineyard 
home, we touch upon some of those films, his 
movie-making mindset, and reuniting with Matt 
Damon. But mainly we go wherever Doug Liman 
wants to go, because that’s more interesting. 


The Instigators, with Matt Damon and Casey 
Affleck, is about two mismatched guys on the 
run. Was Midnight Run a touchstone? 

It was. It’s a terrifying touchstone. There’s hardly 
ascript development meeting where Midnight Run 
doesn’t get mentioned at some point, and none of 
us will ever touch it. It’s a North Star to aim for. 


Iimagine you're at the point now where your 
own films are brought up as touchstones in 
meetings. “We want a Bourne Identity vibe, 
we want it to feel like Mr. & Mrs. Smith”... 


Those two movies do get referenced. The funny 
thing about Mr. & Mrs. Smith is how international 
it is, in a way that opens doors. When the war in 
Ukraine started two years ago, I went over with 
a group of mercenaries to follow them and film 
them. And at the border they were having 
problems getting across from Poland into Ukraine. 
And I didn’t understand a word that’s being said, 
other than “Mr. & Mrs. Smith” in the middle of 
what is otherwise a Russian or Polish sentence. 
And next thing I know, the borders open for us. 


So one of your team pointed at you and said, 
“This guy directed Mr. & Mrs. Smith,” and 
they were like, “Come on in”? 

Not my team. I just met these people a few hours 
earlier, in Warsaw, and then got in vans with 
them to drive across and try to get across the 
border into Ukraine. 


94 


OCTOBER 2024 


Aa 


Clockwise How did that come about? Why were 
from main: you going to Ukraine with a bunch 
Matt Damon of mercenaries? 
and Casey Well, part of what I love about being 
Affleck hit the a filmmaker, obviously, is making films. But the 
road in The other thing I love about it is the worlds that get 
Instigators; opened to me. People know about this film in 
Affleck and outer space that I’m putting together with Tom 
Damon joke Cruise, and because of that I’m spending time 
on set while at SpaceX and Roscosmos and I’m learning 
director Doug all about space travel. Not as a tourist, but 
Liman (centre) as someone who’s going to be a co-worker in 
sizes up his space. And the other thing that happens, being 
next move; Brad a prominent filmmaker, is I get invitations to 
Pitt and Angelina things. What happened two-and-a-half years 
Jolie in Liman’s ago, someone I knew who had been a lawyer at 
Mr. & Mrs. the CIA, I ran into him at a party and he said, 
Smith (2005). “Do you know anyone who might want to go to 
Ukraine tomorrow night?” And he knew I was 
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the one who might want to go to Ukraine 
tomorrow night. I was like, “Tell me more,” and 
he described what the situation was going to be. 
This is a door that gets opened to me, because 
people like my movies, and I want to go have 
that experience. 


Did you bring any of those experiences to 

bear on Road House and The Instigators? Right, top to 
First of all, they percolate inside you, so it’s not bottom: The 
so literal. But Bourne Identity is based on a lot Instigators’ 

of characters I’ve met over the years that I had “worst thieves 
borrowed and put into that movie. So there was ever put on 
amoment [in Ukraine] where I follow these guys screen”; Conor 
all the way along the front lines. And three of McGregor and 
them walked by me and cocked their machine Jake Gyllenhaal 
guns at the same time, and I was filming this. come to blows 
And I’m thinking to myself, “It’s a little Michael in this year’s 
Bay. If I were doing it, I would have one cock the Road House; 
weapon, and then the other two, but all three at Hong Chau 
the same time is a little too macho, a little too rounds out 
perfect.” And then I think to myself, “This is The Instigators’ 
insane, this is actually real.” Like, they’re central trio as 
cocking their guns because the Russians are therapist Dr 
shooting at us. But if I wanted to have it look real Donna Rivera. 
in a movie, I would have them do it staggered. 

It'll theoretically come out in a future movie, 

maybe not in the most literal way. It may not be 

a war movie, but I’m interested in people and 

characters in extraordinary situations. 


What was percolating in your head when it 
came time to film The Instigators? 

Well, first of all, having the opportunity to work 
with Matt Damon again and work in the way we 
worked when we did Bourne Identity, where the 
script wasn’t all the way there. It was very much 
not there. It was further along on Instigators, 
but still, we were going to be workshopping it, 
and sitting around a table, Matt and I, just 
figuring out how to make the characters better, 
the story better. That’s what Matt and I were 
doing on Bourne Identity. When I pitched him 
Bourne Identity, I said, “I want to make a spy 
movie that doesn’t conform to the traditional 
rules of spy movies.” He was excited about doing 
that. Then, you know, the studio wasn’t as 
excited about that. But Matt and I stuck to our 
guns and empowered each other. Basically, on 
Instigators we were doing the same thing, but 
in this case, Matt is the studio (Damon and Ben 
Affleck’s production company, Artists Equity, 
produced the film for Apple). It felt like I was 
back in film school, figuring out a movie. On 
Instigators, we want to do ‘original’. I wanted 

to create two of the worst thieves ever put on 
screen, and see if they can survive this manhunt. 


The car chase in Bourne Identity is an all- 
timer. And here you have Matt, Casey Affleck 
and Hong Chau in a car driving on the streets 
of Boston. How did you approach that car 
chase, given what you'd done in Identity? 

It’s sort of terrifying to have a high bar like you 
do on Bourne, and be like, “Shit, I’m reteaming 
with Matt, and everyone’s gonna remember 

the Bourne Identity car chase.” But I love the 
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“We did crazy shit for Bourne. 
I’m lucky no-one got hurt.” 


challenge of that. And the set-up of this car 
chase is that it’s not just Matt and Casey who 
are being chased by the police departments of 
five New England states, but Matt’s character’s 
psychiatrist, too. My goal was to do the best 
possible car chase I could pull off, and then try 
to create a scene inside the car that was going to 
be more compelling than the car chase. It was 
avery literal representation of where I find 
myself as a filmmaker. 


In what way? 

I always wanted to make action movies since I was 
a kid. I remember watching the first Superman up 
on a big screen in Times Square. I was probably 
six or something. I was like, “I want to make 
movies like that.” But you don’t get to start 
making movies like that, so I made Swingers and 
that was going to be arésumé film for me. I never 
even thought anyone would see it, and it became 
a little indie darling. It opened more doors for 
me and then I made Go, but that was still a little 
indie movie. But I had gotten the rights to the 
Bourne Identity book after Swingers. ’'d shopped 
the book around because people were like, 
“Love Swingers, what do you want to do next?” 

I was like, “I want to do The Bourne Identity.” 
And Universal bit, and said, “Okay.” As a young 
filmmaker, I wanted to make big, mindless 
entertainment. And when I started making 
Bourne Identity, I realised that actually ’m 
interested in the characters. I never would have 
thought that. I’m not interested in just making 

a dumb spy movie. And when you look at 
Instigators all these years later, that car chase 

is indicative of who I’ve turned out to be. I love 
the action of the car chase and to have all the fun 
of shooting it, but ’m more interested in the 
three characters that are inside the car. 


Were you shooting them in Boston for real, 
or ona stage? 

A bit of both, but it’s mostly them on the stage. 
I’ve done it for real in Bourne Identity. We did 
crazy shit. I’m just lucky no-one got hurt. It was 
all real. The only fake thing is we had a car that 
was a British car where the driver’s on the other 
side, and so there’s a stunt driver in a wig to look 
like Franka Potente, who’s really driving, and 
Matt is on the other side with this fake steering 
wheel pretending like he’s driving. I pride myself 
now on being able to do it ona stage and make it 
look identical. 


That reminds me of the fight sequences 
in Road House, where you used a lot 

of green-screen trickery. Where did that 
come from? 

I was really excited about the idea of making 
Road House, because I liked the story and 


Left, top to bottom: The Bourne Identity’s famed car 
chase through the streets of Paris; Damon, Liman and 


Franka Potente on set of the same; Making Road House. 


I thought Jake would be awesome, but on the 
other hand, I can’t spend two hours shooting 
fake bar-fights. I’m just gonna get bored. It’s not 
the loftiest aspiration to be like, “I’m gonna 
reinvent how fights are shot just to keep myself 
from getting bored,” but when you’re making 

a movie like Road House, it’s going to have a lot 
of bar-fighting. How am I going to make that 
interesting for me, as a filmmaker? Part of why 
shooting fights is a little boring to me is that 
youre constrained about where you can put the 
camera and where you put the edits because 
people are not actually punching each other. 

I thought, “I just want to put the camera where 
I would put it as a filmmaker if they were 
actually hitting each other. I’m putting the 
camera here, so how can we make it look like 
the fist is connecting with the face?” That 
required bringing in visual effects. So if Conor 
McGregor’s punching Jake Gyllenhaal, I would 
do a first pass where you can clearly see Conor 
is not actually punching Jake, but it’s the shot 

I want. Then we do a second pass where we 
pull Jake out and put a pad where Jake’s face 

is, and Conor punches the pad for real. And 
then do another pass where we would take 
Conor out and put Jake in and hit Jake in the 
face with a pad. And then a fourth pass in 

slow motion where you see Conor’s fist and 
Jake’s face make contact and his face deforms 
around that. And then you combine all of that 
together. Now I’ve done it this way, I could never 
go back. I look at other movies, and it looks so 
fake to me. 


When Road House came out this year, 

you issued a statement because you were 
fairly unhappy with the way that movie 
was released, on Prime Video. The 
Instigators is on AppleTV+. Is this a new 
paradigm where these streaming services 
are willing to fund the kind of mid-budget 
movies that big studios are no longer 
willing to take on? 

Well, Road House I made for MGM. Wasn’t 

a streaming company, and it got bought by 
Amazon and they changed course on me. 
Instigators, I made for Apple. The reality is, 
I’ve never had an issue with streaming movies. 
Other than what happened during the release, 
Road House was such a positive experience, 
and Instigators has been a positive experience 
every step along the way. And I’m the last 
person in the world to criticise anyone for 
putting something on streaming. Nobody went 
to see Swingers outside of a small group in 
New York and LA. And then Disney Home 
Video stepped in and said, “We think Miramax 
screwed up and that this could be a big movie.” 
So they gave it a massive push. My whole 
career launched with people watching Swingers 
at home. 


THE INSTIGATORS IS OUT NOW ON APPLE TV+ 
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HOW ERIC IDLE LOOKED ON 
THE BRIGHT SIDE OF LIFE 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 
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THE ORIGIN 


The story of the shot might actually be, for once, 
the story of a song. Monty Python’s Life Of Brian, 
the legendary comedy troupe’s third film (if you 
count And Now For Something Completely 
Different), ends on the most uplifting downer 
you'll ever see/hear. Having been mistaken for 
a Messiah throughout much of the movie, the 
hapless Brian Cohen (Graham Chapman) has 
been captured by the Romans and condemned to 
death by crucifixion. Up there on the cross, in the 
depths of despair, he hears a chirpy Cockney voice 
behind him. “Cheer up, Brian,” says Mr Cheeky 
(Eric Idle), “you know what they say...” before he 
launches into the song that has become Idle’s 
signature: the breezily infectious ‘Always Look On 
The Bright Side Of Life’. The movie ends witha 
shot of dozens (well, 24 is how many the Pythons’ 
George Harrison-backed budget could allow) of 
crucifees, all about to draw their terminal 
breath, singing along to a dainty little ditty. 
During writing sessions for Life Of Brian, it 
was Michael Palin who, early on, suggested that 
Brian should end the film in martyrdom. And it 
was Idle who came up with the idea of finishing 


= 


things with a deliberately ironic song. Idle 
recalls writing the tune, with lyrics, in about an 
hour, and presented it to his fellow Pythons on 
16 June 1978. In his autobiography, Always Look 
On The Bright Side Of Life: A Sortabiography, 
Idle says, “They seemed to like it.” Palin’s diary 
entry for that day suggests otherwise: “Eric’s 
two songs — ‘Otto’ [which was later discarded] 
and the ‘Look On The Bright Side’ crucifixion 
song — are rather coolly received before lunch.” 


THE SHOOT 


Nevertheless, the Pythons must have eventually 
looked on the bright side, because in November 
1978, they all (including director Terry Jones) 
found themselves bound to crosses in Gabeés, 
Tunisia, shooting the finale. “There’s a certain 
sense of camaraderie amongst us all,” wrote 
Palin. Idle had pre-recorded the track (in the 
film, his first words on the cross are spoken live) 
back in London, but for him “it was too straight 
and it bothered me”. In Tunisia, he realised 
what it needed: Mr Cheeky, an eternally 
optimistic character he was playing in the film, 
who was based on some of the electrical 
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Main: Some SPECIAL THANKS TO... 


things in life are 


bad, but Mr 
Cheeky (Eric 


Idle) cheers up 
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Chapman) with 
his catchy little 
song. Bottom 
right: Directors 
Daniel Scheinert 
and Jeff 
Nichols. 
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technicians they were working 

with on set. Inspired, he convinced 

sound recordist Garth Marshall to 

re-record the vocal in Marshall’s hotel 

bedroom. It ended up being the take 

used on the official single release 

of the song. = 


THE LEGACY 

As evidenced by the title of Idle’s 

memoir, it’s had a huge impact, not 

just for its writer, but culturally. It 

featured in Idle’s Spamalot, while 

Idle has performed it at the Closing 

Ceremony of the 2012 Olympics in 

London and on The Masked Singer. 

And it remains a popular terrace 

chant at football grounds and one of 

the most-requested songs at funerals. “I like to 

think of it as the alternative national anthem,” | 
quipped Idle on the Empire Podcast. It’s J 

certainly got a hell of alot more whistling. 


SASQUATCH SUNSET IS OUT NOW ON BLU-RAY AND DIGITAL 
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SPOILER SPECIAL 


DIRECTOR MARK MOLLOY ON 
THE EDDIE MURPHY FOURQUEL 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 
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IT’S BEEN 380 years since we last glimpsed 
Eddie Murphy’s Axel Foley in action (and, 

as anyone who saw Beverly Hills Cop II will 
know, 37 years since we last saw a good Axel 
Foley film). Thankfully, Beverly Hills Cop: Axel 
F cocks a merry snoop at the wait, delivering 

a legacy sequel that mostly succeeds in giving 
people what they want (Murphy at his most 
Murphy-ish in years, a raft of familiar old faces, 
some intriguing new characters, and plenty of 
action and quips) while lacing it with a degree of 
vulnerability that acknowledges that Murphy, 
now 68, is no spring chicken. “When I first sat 
down with him,” says Mark Molloy, the 
Australian director who makes his feature 
debut with this, “Eddie told me this is the 

most important character he has ever played.” 
Norbit would be mortally offended. Here, 
Molloy talks us through some of the film’s 

key moments. 


THE HEAT IS ON 


The movie begins in time-honoured tradition, 
with an older but not necessarily wiser Axel 
getting involved in a chase and shootout in 
Detroit, while Glenn Frey’s ‘The Heat Is On’ 
blares on the soundtrack. “That was very 
intentional,” says Molloy of the iconic number. 
“The music is Axel’s world. It’s the Axel we 


know, and for a new audience it’s like, ‘Hey, this 
is Axel Foley, this is the shit he gets up to.’ He’s 
still that Motor City shit-magnet. He really 
hasn’t changed that much. And we learn 

that Axel Foley needs to change. To get to the 
end of the film, we need to see an evolution 

of character.” 


JANE S$ 


True to form, events in Los Angeles lead Axel 
to become the Beverly Hills cop once again. 
This time, the trigger is the disappearance 

of his old pal Billy Rosewood (Judge Reinhold), 
now a private investigator working on a case 
involving a local defence attorney called 

Jane Saunders (Taylour Paige). Who just 
happens to be Axel’s daughter. “In the first 

two films, Axel had skin in the game, and it 
meant something,” explains Molloy. With 
Jane, Molloy and his writers (Will Beall, 

Tom Gormican and Kevin Etten) wanted to 
craft a character who wasn’t simply going to 

be an Axel duplicate. “I think a lot of people 
expected that she was going to be wise- 
cracking, a bit like her father. But I much 
preferred the version where she’s a lawyer. 
Taylour and I worked closely to find those little 
bits of Axel that would come out, but she pushes 
against that too.” 


AXEL OFF-AXLE 
One interesting thread that runs throughout 
Axel F is that Axel’s tried-and-trusted fast- 
talking shtick, where he wears people down 

and gains admission to various places through 
the sheer force of his personality, is not working 
as well as it once did. At one nightclub, it’s Jane 
whose speed of thought and tongue wins the 
day. And when checking into a hotel, rather 

than try to replicate his classic spiel about being 
areporter from Rolling Stone, Axel shrugs and 
pays their exorbitant asking price. “I wanted 
anew perspective on the character,” says 
Molloy. “We’ve never seen Axel Foley vulnerable 
at all. He’s at a crossroads in his life. Eddie was 
out in front leading the charge on that.” Seems 
the F in Axel F doesn’t just stand for “Foley”. 
Perhaps it stands for “fallibility”. 


STREET HEAT 


Perhaps the best action sequence in the film 
comes when Axel and Jane are ambushed in 
Beverly Hills by a gun-toting gang who have 
been tasked with their murder, only for Bobby 
Abbott (Joseph Gordon-Levitt), Jane’s cop ex, 
to save the day. Incredibly, the shootout was 
actually shot on Wilshire Boulevard. “We shut 
down Wilshire for a weekend,” laughs Molloy. 
“That everything was shot in-camera was really 


important to me from the very start. That crash 
coming through the intersection was very real. 
It was chaos.” 


UNHAPPY GILMORE 


At the end of another frenetic action sequence 
in which Axel and Bobby escape from Captain 
Grant’s (Kevin Bacon) clutches via helicopter, 
only for Bobby’s rustiness as a pilot to become 
all too evident, they land on a local golf 

course. Much to the ire of a golfer, played by 
Christopher McDonald. In the credits, he’s 
referred to simply as ‘Golfer’, but Happy 
Gilmore fans (of whom Molloy is one) will 
recognise the haughty demeanour: Shooter 
McGavin has returned. “I was chatting about 
that scene with my casting director, Mary 
Vernieu, and she said, ‘We could have a great 
cameo there,’ and I was like, ‘Shooter McGavin!’ 
I’m so happy that Chris said yes.” Not that they 
had time to swap golf tips. “I didn’t get to dig 
into the history of his golf game too much. There 
was a helicopter crashing that day!” Maybe the 

F in Axel F stands for “fore!”? 


ATALE OF TWO SHOTS 


The final showdown between Team Axel and 
Captain Grant’s cadre of corrupt cops ends with 
two fateful (but, thankfully, only one fatal) 
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shots, with Axel first taking one for his daughter, 
jumping in front of a bullet meant for Jane. 
“We really wanted Axel to show that he put 

his daughter before the job,” says Molloy. 
Interestingly, it means that Axel doesn’t get 

to take out the bad guy. Instead, that job goes 
to Bobby, who shows that he’s a much better 
marksman than he is a pilot, eliminating Grant 
with a well-aimed headshot. “He’s a hell of 

a shot, isn’t he?” laughs Molloy. “That went 
through a few variations, I’m not gonna lie, 
about who got the final shot. But we gave it 

to Bobby.” 


THE TRINITY REUNITES 


For much of the film, Axel, Rosewood and 
Taggart (John Ashton) have been kept apart, 
but Molloy was insistent on ending the film in 
classic Beverly Hills Cop fashion, with the three 
of them together in a car, shooting the shit. 
“When I close my eyes and picture Beverly 
Hills Cop, it’s the three of those guys in a police 
car together,” says Molloy. “That actually 
wasn’t in the first script that I read. But as 

a fan I was like, ‘I need to see those three guys 
together.” Could the F in Axel F in the end 
stand for “friendship”? 


BEVERLY HILLS COP: AXEL F IS OUT NOW ON NETFLIX 


OCTOBER 2024 
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MOVIE WISDOM 2.0 


HEY THERE, NOSTALGICS... Empire used to 
run a feature called ‘Movie Wisdom’ which set 
out the unwritten rules of the cinema. Since that 
was discontinued, many more rules have become 
conventional, so here’s an update. 

Asavvy big-city family who buy a house in 
the backwoods never check to see if any 
gruesome unsolved murders have occurred on 
the property. 

A woman in the Middle Ages can act like 
a feisty Beverly Hills high-school girl without 
being locked up in anunnery for the rest of her 
life — and they all have great teeth, except in 
Terry Gilliam films. 

Action heroes always fight lesser minions 
before proceeding to inner-circle henchmen and 
the head baddie. It is considered rude to finish off 
the main villain first in the hope his gang will just 
give up afterwards. 

Being abducted does strange things to your 
bladder. Any hostage/prisoner/kidnap victim 
who asks after 36 hours to be untied to go to the 
toilet is just planning to escape. And when said 
attempt fails and the prisoner is bound with extra 
chains, they never will need to take a leak. 


After you've survived three shots to the chest, 


it’s obligatory to pull open your shirt just to make 
sure you really were wearing a bullet-proof vest 
and give everyone a good look at the flattened 
bullets stuck in the Kevlar. 

Drunks who break into song to serenade 
objects of desire always know all the lyrics. 


(DIGITAL) 
Even a trigger warning for 
Caye Casas’ 2022 movie 


~~ 


In this compelling 
one-bad-day tale, new dad 
David Pareja’s decision to 
buy an ugly coffee table 
against his wife Estafania 
de los Santos’ wishes has 
dire consequences. 


comedy ever made. 


(BLU-RAY, DIGITAL) 
A fascinating documentary 
would trigger many people. about those who tried to fill 
the gap left by the untimely _ with a Scream-type slasher 
death of Bruce Lee. Meet 
Bruce Li, Bruce Le, Bruce mayoral election. A masked 
Lo, Bruce Liang, Dragon 
Lee and Bruce 
Thai. ‘Brucesploitation’ 
began with biographical 
Arguably the blackest black quickies and escalated to 
fantastical nonsense. 


Top to bottom: Lakshya ready to go full action in Kill; 


CRYPT KEEPERS 
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If the neighbours murder your pets — 
especially if they nail their corpses to your door 
— it’s probably a good time to move. 

Any innocent party who goes on the run 
to clear themselves of murder will not be 
prosecuted for incidental crimes committed 
before they are exonerated — like resisting arrest, 
breaking out of jail, motor-vehicle theft, common 
assault, possession of a deadly weapon or driving 
dangerously through a street market. 

If no-one else is around whenever you meet 
the menacing stranger, he or she is a figment of 
your imagination and youre actually the killer. 

If so, you'll eventually have a rapid montage of 
flashbacks to show what really happened. 

Until recently, folks who were buried alive 
always had a handy torch, box of matches or 
a luminous watch-dial to light up their coffin 
interior. Nowadays, unmarked graves handily 
have great mobile-phone coverage. 

If products of multi-national corporations 
feature on screen, characters never find them 
unsatisfactory. You'll never hear a line like, “Do 
you know what they call a quarter-pounder with 
cheese in France? Merde avec fromage”...and 
yet all fictional big businesses are Evil. 

Elaborate museum laser alarms can always 
be defeated by contortionists like Catherine Zeta- 
Jones in Entrapment. No matter how valuable the 
display, the security experts never place beams 
in, say, a chickenwire grid-pattern like the one 
that does for Colin Salmon in Resident Evil. 

If the film stops for a few lines from aged 
bit-players you dimly recognise from some camp 
TV show, it’s a reboot of IP some exec was a big 


Vin Diesel causing chaos on the run in Fast Five. fan of when they were 12. 
(DIGITAL) (DIGITAL) (DVD, BLU-RAY, DIGITAL) 
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Came From The Woods on Die Hard 2. Special-ops issues, rebel puppets 


set during a small-town 


killer dressed as a judge 

slaughters folk on either 
side of the political divide. 
It has amusing character 


and ingenious twists. 


hardman Scott Adkins 
battles goons in Baltimore own id. Robert Morgan’s Ry 
Airport as the clock ticks 
24-style towards a bomb 
attack in DC. Director 
James Nunn makes 
incredible how-did-they- 
byplay, nicely set-up scares get-away-with-that? use of 
Stansted as a fight arena. 


and a monster from her 


debut feature follows 
Saint Maud and Censor 
by having a female 
protagonist drawn into 
a horrific imaginary world 
shaped by faith, guilt 
and creativity. 
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After 
birth 


THE FIRST OMEN DIRECTOR 
ARKASHA STEVENSON ON 
MAKING HER MARK WITH THE 
HORROR PREQUEL 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


THE FIRST OMEN is the kind of dark miracle 

it usually takes a coven of duplicitous nuns 

and priests to pull off. It’s fair to say that 
expectations for the first Omen film in 33 years 
(43 years if you ignore 1991’s dreadful made-for- 
television sequel, Omen IV: The Awakening, 
which all right-thinking folk should) were not 
high. Yet, against all the odds, first-time feature 
filmmaker Arkasha Stevenson has made 
something that is not only comfortably the 

best Omen movie since Richard Donner’s 1976 
original, but might actually be the scariest and 
most unsettling entry in the entire series. Much 
like Longlegs, another of this year’s run of belting 
horrors, it’s a movie that feels insidious and 
oppressive, almost as if it has evil in its very pores. 

When Stevenson and her writing partner 
Tim Smith came on board, a script (written by 
Keith Thomas) already existed, exploring the 
chain of events that led to the birth of the 
Antichrist, Damien Thorn, in the original movie, 
and focusing on a young American nun (Nell 
Tiger Free’s Margaret) who travels to a convent 
in Rome where she stumbles upon a terrifying 
conspiracy. “It was a great script, and it 
definitely hooked us,” says Stevenson. In 
particular, she was drawn to one thematic 
thread. “We inherited it at such an interesting 
time, because we were in Texas right when the 
six-week [abortion] ban passed, and then the 
Dobbs decision came down. Reading a script 
about a woman who’s raped and forced to give 
birth to a demon child while all of that culturally 
is going on, and women are scared out of their 
minds, you really can’t ignore that.” 

Stevenson had been a huge fan of the Omen 
trilogy (as discussed, there is no fourth movie), 
but wanted to bring something personal to The 
First Omen. “The Donner Omen, I don’t have the 
skillset to copy that,” she says. “What I loved 
about the Omen trilogy, growing up, was that it 
was such an exploration of how power corrupts 
absolutely, but from a very masculine point of 
view. You never think, ‘How do those 
repercussions trickle down to the women?” 

So she set about making a horror that, on 
the surface, is about devils and birthmarks and 
shocking deaths, but underneath was the female 
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Top to bottom: Ralph 
Ineson as whistleblower 
Father Brennan; Hellfire 
(brimstone not pictured); 
Sister Silvia (Sonia Braga) 
has Margaret (Nell Tiger 
Free) in her clutches; “Are 


you there, God...?” 


“We zeroed 
in on this 
woman's 
body being 
under threat.” 


experience writ terrifying, as Margaret is 
subjugated by the very church in which she had 
placed her trust, and becomes the vessel for 
the birth of the Antichrist. “It was this perfect 
moment to really express, through a female 
point of view, what the grounded horror of 
the situation was, because we’re living that 
right now. It gave birth to a lot of changes, 
zeroing in on this idea that this woman’s body 
is under threat.” 

Stevenson didn’t say “birth” by accident. 
The First Omen has many set-pieces, many of 
which deliberately echo deaths previously seen in 
the series. But its showstoppers revolve around 
someone bringing new life into the world and 
how bloody, terrifying, and bloody terrifying it 
can be. The first has Margaret witness a birth, in 
which she imagines a demonic hand emerging 
from inside a pregnant woman. The graphic 
crowning shot initially ruffled a few feathers 
with the US ratings board, the MPAA, but 
Stevenson stuck to her guns. “We wrote the 
word ‘vagina’ quite a bit in the script,” she says, 
“just so people knew, while reading it, that we 
fully intended to show the female anatomy. It 
was in our pitch to 20th [Century Studios]. ‘This 
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is the shot we want to show.’ That was so 
important. That image is the theme of the film. 
It’s about rape and forced reproduction, and you 
can’t tell that story and pussyfoot around the 
imagery, no pun intended. If we couldn’t do that, 
we didn’t know if we could do anything else right 
in the film.” 

Later, in what might well be the film’s 
most memorable scene, Margaret, having been 
impregnated by a demonic jackal (a gender- 
swapped twist on the original, where Damien’s 
“mother was a jackal”), comes to full term in the 
blink of an eye outside a church, snarling and 
snapping as her own jackal DNA comes to the 
fore. “That actually is the moment that scared 
some crew,” laughs Stevenson of Tiger Free’s 
tour-de-force turn, itself an homage to a similar 


Here: Margaret Isabelle Adjani breakdown in Possession. 
faces a terrifying “Talking about it afterwards she was like, “Well, 
conspiracy. this is the jackal coming out. I wanted to lose 
Above right: Bill control. It was almost like an exorcism, more 
Nighy as the than a possession.” 
conniving Immediately after, Margaret is forced to 
* Cardinal give birth to twins — Damien (cue Jerry 
x Lawrence. Goldsmith’s ‘Ave Satani’) and the hitherto 
: Below: Director unmentioned Layla. This sequence is more 
Arkasha concerned with staying on Margaret’s face, 


Stevenson on set the emotional impact of her plight, and the 

with Free. conspirators who have put her in this position. 
“This final birth scene is the third rape scene,” 
says Stevenson. “What was really important to 
us was that this was a scene about complicity, 
rather than foregrounding a lot of the macabre 
gore. What was important was to show the 
people who had been responsible for this, and to 
have the sound of her crying and in pain with 
everybody staring and doing nothing. We focus 
on them, but you hear what is very reminiscent 
of a sexual assault off screen.” 

Stevenson admits that the original 
intention was that Margaret would not survive 
her ordeal. But, in a shock move for an Omen 
movie, good prevailed. “I felt, as a filmmaker, we 
would be doing what the church in the film had 
done to her,” admits Stevenson. “That felt like 
the antithesis of what we wanted to do with 
Margaret, and the film in general. So it was 
really important that she survived.” But she 
doesn’t just survive. The film’s coda, set some 
five years later (right on the heels of the bulk of 
the action in the original Omen), shows her 
living with Layla and fellow survivor Carlita 
(Nicole Sorace). “They’re hiding, they’re healing 
from their trauma,” adds Stevenson. “There is 
life after abuse.” It’s all for you, Margaret. 


4  —_ THE FIRST OMEN IS OUT NOW ON DVD, BLU-RAY AND DIGITAL 
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The 


Mad Max Saga 


FOUR EMPIRE WRITERS ENTER. ONE MOVIE LEAVES. 
WITNESS THEM 


cRiTi¢s 


Dr 


CHRIS 
HEWITT 


He is the scales of 
justice! Collector of 
Monopoly sets! 


NICK DE 
SEMLYEN 
Wants it to be 


known that he is not 


a 


crazy smeg who 


eats schlanger. 


CHRISTINA 


NEWLAND 


Once crawled out 
of a hell hole. Also 
known as Camden 


on 


a Saturday night. 


IAN FREER 
He has it in him to 
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make it epic. 
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RUSSELL MOORCROFT 


Chris: So, Mad Max. It’s just 
five movies, but I can’t think 
of too many franchises like this 
that have reached a minimum 
of five films with their creator, 
George Miller, still in control, 
and full of energy and ideas. 
Christina: You see “from 
visionary director” on every 
movie trailer now. But with 
George Miller, at the risk of 
sounding hyperbolic, his 
imagination is incredible. 
Ian: As a franchise, it’s 
ridiculously influential. 
Chris: Let’s go film by film, 
and start with Mad Max. Mel 
Gibson is a divisive figure now, 
but it’s hard to avoid talking 
about him, especially with the 
first three films. 

Ian: I was surprised by how 
little he’s in the first film. Max 
isn’t in the last film, Furiosa. 
Mad Max isn’t central to 

this franchise. 

Nick: He’s also not very mad 
until the last ten minutes of 
the original film. He’s 
Even-Tempered Max. 

Ian: It’s a good cop thriller, 
isn’t it? 

Chris: It’s a Western for me, 
riffing on Western tropes. 
Christina: Right into the 
second one as well. The 
characters almost feel like 
stock characters froma 
Western. You just change the 
environment around alittle. 
Nick: But the scale is pretty 
small at first. 

Chris: I don’t love the first 
one, to be honest. You can see 
the filmmaker Miller would 
become. There are some nice 
action sequences, but I felt it 
was a bit crude and a bit clumsy. 


Nick: It’s a prototype for 
amuch better sequel. The 
scenes with Max and his 

wife are quite sweet. It sets 
up for the rest of the series 
what he loses. 

Ian: And they never get 
mentioned again. He didn’t 
care about the wife and the kid 
in the second and third! 
Christina: There are themes 
of revenge within the world, 
and themes of exploitation of 
women. And the Mad Max 
figure stands outside whatever 
the societies are within that 
world, but it never picks up 
direct threads. 

Nick: Mad Max 2 starts 

with Mel Gibson hissing at 
asnake. 

Christina: It paved the way 
for Fury Road. The last car- 
chase sequence is enormous, 
but it still has dirt under 

its fingernails. It still feels 
alittle bit like a low-budget 
Ozploitation film. I dig the 
weirdness of it. 

Ian: That final chase has 
different colours that Fury 
Road doesn't. It has comedy. 
It has ajumpscare in it. 

It’s brilliant. 

Nick: There’s so much going 
on. The film is mythic, it’s 
eccentric, and it’s really funny. 
Lord Humungus’ hype-man 
calls him “the Ayatollah 

of Rock’n’ Rolla”. It’s such 

a deranged line. 

Chris: Mad Max 2 had that 
reputation, before Fury Road. 
There were three Mad Max 
movies and two of them were 
pretty good, and the other was 
one of the greatest action 
movies of all time. I think that 


reputation is well earned, but 

I think Fury Road is better. But 
you can tell that silent movies 
are a huge influence on Miller. 
He wants you, ideally, to be 
able to watch these movies 
with the sound off. 

Ian: That’s one of the joys of 
them. They all have a kinetic 
energy to them. 

Nick: There’s a lot of Buster 
Keaton DNA. Even in 
Thunderdome, when they’re 
ona train at the end. 
Christina: Lots of dialogue- 
free stretches as well. I was 
watching Mad Max 2 last night 
and realised that nobody had 
spoken for ten to 15 minutes. 
It’s completely compelling. 
Chris: The classic story is 
Gibson ripped out lines of 
dialogue for Mad Max 2. He 
must have put them back in 
for Thunderdome. You can’t 
shut him up in that. 

Nick: One of my complaints in 


Thunderdome is that he 

just gets sidelined. I don’t 
remember any good Max 
moments. Once youre past the 
Thunderdome fight he might 
as well not be in the film. 
Christina: It’s such a shame. 
It’s a waste of the presence 
that he cultivated in the first 
and second film. 

Ian: The first halfis great. The 
actual Thunderdome itself is 
fun. Then it turns into Hook 
halfway through. 

Christina: The great thing 
about the franchise is it’s never 
afraid to tip into the very 
weird, and it doesn’t try to 
over-explain its weirdness. 
With Thunderdome it’s the 
wrong kind of weird. It’s goofy. 
Chris: I think the first half is 
really strong. 

Nick: You've got to admire 
that George Miller made a big 
blockbuster that centres 
around pig shit. 


Portraits: Marco Vittur 


Chris: Wait, he’s done three of 
those now, hasn’t he? 

Nick: This is the Babe origin 
story. But I do think Tina 
Turner is wasted. It was 
refreshing to have a female 
villain but she gets nothing 

to do. 

Chris: I’m not anti-Aunty 
Entity. But that’s the one thing 
Fury Road is lacking, right? It 
needs a banger of a theme song 
sung by Charlize Theron. For 
me, Fury Road is, along with 
The Raid and Mission: 
Impossible — Fallout, the 
greatest action movie of the 
last 30 years. 

Tan: I have a little bit of an 
issue with it in that they go 
somewhere and then just turn 
around and come back. 

Chris: That was Miller’s 
entire reason for doing it. 

He wanted to see if you 

could make a movie where 
that works. 


Nick: I think that’s genius. 
It’s the whole emotional point 
of the film. 

Christina: It’s unpredictable, 
it’s exciting. For a film that is 
essentially a chase sequence, it 
grabs you by the throat early 
on and doesn’t let you go. You 
understand the motivations of 
the characters very clearly. 
There’s no fat on the bones. 
Chris: The scale of it is 
incredible. It’s a man who’s 
been making movies about 
pigs and penguins for the 

last 20 years and he’s had all 
this stuff building up inside 
him. And, in his seventies, he 
goes fucking gonzo. 

Ian: And Charlize Theron is 
immense in it. 

Chris: It’s absolutely her 
movie. Tom Hardy’s very good 
in it, but it’s Furiosa’s movie. 
There’s a reason why the 

final shot is Furiosa on that 
platform, rising up and out of 


sight. As much as I like Anya 
Taylor-Joy in Furiosa, I wish 
they could have found a way 
for Charlize to be Furiosa. 
Ian: He made a really 
interesting choice for that 
film, though, in that it’s about 
a life. It’s not just a chase. It’s 
not as kinetic as Fury Road, 
but it has an interesting arc. 
Chris: Furiosa is bold and 
ambitious and doesn’t do what 
you think it should do at all. But 
as apiece of action filmmaking, 
Fury Road is exemplary. I love 
that Steven Soderbergh quote 
about it: “I don’t understand 
two things: I don’t understand 
how they’re not still shooting 
that film, and I don’t 
understand how hundreds of 
people aren’t dead.” 


Christina: I do think Miller 
has an incredible spatial 
awareness. He has this 
ingenious sense of when to 
cut. Often what’s happening 
in an action sequence is 
incredibly complicated, yet 

it all makes perfect sense. 
Nick: It’s just the most joyful 
action movie. When the 
polecats swing around at the 
end, you can’t watch that 

and not have a big smile on 
your face. 

Chris: How Miller didn’t win 
Best Director that year is 
beyond me. If Steven 
Soderbergh is going, “I don’t 
understand how he did that,” 
then give him the fucking 
Oscar. But where do you stand 
on Furiosa, Nick? 

Nick: I don’t love it 
unreservedly. I’m not sure 
Dementus works for me. 

The War Rig sequence is 
Miller on fine form, but 

I don’t know if it quite earns 
its runtime. 

Christina: There was just 

no way it could live up to 
Fury Road. But the fact it isn’t 
aclone, in terms of the style or 
structure, can only ever be 

a good thing. 

Chris: It didn’t do that well 
at the box office, and that 
might make it the last Mad 
Max movie. Would you want 
to see George do another 
one? Or see another director 
have a go? 

Ian: I’ve bought into George 
Miller’s version of this. I’d be 
absolutely interested to see his 
“Mad Max: The Wasteland’, 
but I don’t think we will. 
Christina: The history of so 
many great movies is about 
money men taking risks on 
filmmakers. I want my movies 
to be as big and weird and 
individual as possible, and 
that’s what George Miller does. 
Ian: Can we start a 
Crowdfunder now? 

Nick: Let’s do a very 
low-budget one with Tom 
Hardy driving around in a car, 
like Locke. 

Chris: Right, enough 
squabbling. Let’s vote! 


AGREE? DISAGREE? 
WRITE IN AND TELL US AT: 
LETTERS@EMPIREMAGAZINE.COM / @EMPIREMAGAZINE 


MAD MAX: FURY ROAD 
(2015) 


FURIOSA: 
A MAD MAX SAGA (2024) 


"MAD MAX: BEYOND 
THUNDERDOME (1985) 
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THE EMPIRE MASTERPIECE 


Marathon 
Man 


SAFETY NOT GUARANTEED 


WORDS ALEX GODFREY 


all 
ei 


IS IT SAFE? 

No, Marathon Man is not safe. At every twist, 
at every turn, with every gruelling bit of violence 
—agarrotte slicing through a defensive hand, the 
unforgiving medieval dentistry, a neck slashed 
in broad daylight — for every bit of betrayal and 
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back-stabbing, for the double-crossing rug-pulls... 
no, it’s not safe. The sense of danger ratchets up 
exponentially until everyone — everyone — is 
tortured or killed. It’s a sweaty film, a thriller 
that often feels like a horror, dripping in dread 
and distrust. It’s not safe. Not a bit. 

People have amorphous allegiances in 
Marathon Man. Adapted by William Goldman 
from his own novel, it picks at McCarthyism and 
Nazism, ending up with a portrait of a morally 
murky America on the take, seemingly turning 
in on itself. Goldman wrote the book after 
walking down 47th Street in Manhattan’s 
Diamond District in 1970, seeing so many old 
Jewish people with concentration-camp 
numbers tattooed onto their arms and 
wondering, “Jesus Christ, what if the world’s 
most wanted Nazi was walking on this street?” 

From there, he invented Columbia 
University student and marathon trainer 
Thomas ‘Babe’ Levy, whose father killed himself 
after being blacklisted during the 1950s 
McCarthy witch-hunts. Unbeknownst to Babe, 
his brother Doc works as a spy for a shady 
government agency, who are helping notorious 
(fictional) Nazi Christian Szell retrieve some 
stashed diamonds in return for information 


about other Third Reich stragglers. Babe falls in 
love with the enigmatic Elsa — she’s in on it too, 
as is Doc’s co-worker/lover Janeway. And after 
Szell kills Doc, Babe finds himself up against 
Szell. Given the galleys, producer Robert Evans 
thought it as cinematic as anything he’d ever 
read, “the best thing I’ve read since The 
Godfather”, and work started on what would 
become one of the 1970s’ most celebrated 
political thrillers. 

Evans hired John Schlesinger to direct, who 
in turn brought in Dustin Hoffman (who'd loved 
working with Schlesinger on Midnight Cowboy). 
The fact that writer, director and star were all 
Jewish wasn’t insignificant, all bringing their 
cultural DNA to the film: Schlesinger called it 
a “Jewish thriller” and said that was partly why 
he signed up; Hoffman wanted the climactic 
sequence altered, as he felt uncomfortable 
about exacting murderous revenge on the Nazi 
antagonist (Laurence Olivier). 

There’s no understating what a powerhouse 
cast this was. Hoffman was in his pomp, doing 
this hot on the heels of Papillon, Lenny and All 
The President’s Men. Despite, at 38, being near 
20 years too old to play a graduate student — 
aconcern he himself aired — Schlesinger and 
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Clockwise from main: Nazi Christian Szell (Laurence Olivier) 
takes a hands-on approach; Babe (Dustin Hoffman) runs for it; 
Roy Scheider as Doc (right); Marthe Keller plays Elsa. Below 
right: Freya Allan in Kingdom Of The Planet Of The Apes. 


Evans eventually convinced him otherwise 
(“Listen, he played a woman after that, what can 
I tell you?” Evans mused years later). Method- 
acting throughout, he would sprint half a mile 
before filming the running scenes, for maximum 
panting, and for the sequence in which he had 
his head dunked under bathwater he insisted 
on being held under for real, resulting in crew 
having to give him oxygen afterwards. 

Olivier, uncomfortably chilling as the 
cold, mannered Szell, was hungry for the role, 
having been so ill (prostate cancer, thrombosis, 
dermatomyositis, gout) that he hadn’t 
substantially worked for a while. He was in 
immense pain, but wanted the cash for his 
children and was enthralled by the character, 
and threw himself into the film so much that it 


reenergised him, leading to a career renaissance. 


Roy Scheider, meanwhile, chose Marathon Man 
as his follow-up to Jaws, even though he would 
be third on the call-sheet and dies halfway 
through — he was fascinated by Doc, a multi- 
layered double-agent, complex, confounding, 
contradictory and compelling, second by 
second, especially with the amount of humanity 
and nuance that Scheider gave him. 

Schlesinger clearly relished the chance to 
take on a thriller. The violence is messy, scrappy, 
tactile, terrifying — it was Schlesinger’s idea to 
film the failed hit on Doc from, in part, the 
perspective of an onlooker across the street, 
imbuing the episode with voyeuristic horror. 
The bathroom scene in which Babe is assaulted 
and abducted is even more heart-stopping, a 
cinematic panic-attack, as Hoffman, jumping 
out of the bath, hurriedly attempts to stuff his 
wet legs into his pyjamas while the door-hinges 
creak and burst and the wood splinters. 

The film is practically a string of set-pieces. 
Most famous are those in which ex-dentist Szell 
lays out his equipment, used here in an attempt 
to extract information as well as teeth, and goes 
to work on Babe. Olivier, who stayed at Evans’ 
house during filming, figured out how to play it 
after observing Evans’ gardener delicately 
pruning roses — that, he decided, was how he’d 
attend to Hoffman’s teeth, to excruciating effect, 
the resulting footage doing for dental surgery 
what Jaws did for open water. There’s the 
unbearably stressful sequence that brought to 
life Goldman’s initial idea, Szell in the 47th 
Street Diamond District, en route to get his 
gems but being recognised by Holocaust 
survivors. And then the finale (reconceived by 
Robert Towne, to Goldman’s distaste), in which 
Babe confronts Szell at gunpoint, telling him 
that no, actually, it is not safe at all for him to 
collect his diamonds, before forcing him to eat 
them. “Eat! Essen!” It’s a kicker. 

The story of how Hoffman and Olivier went 
head-to-head behind the scenes, too, has taken 
on mythical proportions. Hoffman, the Method 
actor, having to convincingly appear to have 
been up for three nights, arrived on set looking 
a state, having actually been up for three nights. 
“My dear boy, why don’t you try acting?” asked 
the classically trained Olivier. Hoffman, though, 
was in the midst of a marriage break-up, living it 
up for three nights for personal as much as work 
reasons, and has said that Olivier 
understood that, and was joking, 
acknowledging the lengths he 
himself used to go to. In any case, 
all that matters is the result, in all 
of the scenes they shared, this 
thespian clash of the titans, 
two acting giants absolutely 
fucking going at it, both pushing 
themselves to their limits, mental 
and physical health be damned. It’s 
electric. And definitely not safe. 


MARATHON MAN IS OUT NOW ON DVD, BLU-RAY 


FINAL CUT ig 


CHOSEN BY CHRIS HEWITT 


(OUT NOW, BR/DIGITAL) 

This contender for 2024’s most demented 
film is a near-silent, ultra-cheap B&W movie 
about a fur trapper taking on the titular 
beasts, Looney Tunes-style. It’s often 
inspired and hilarious, even if it does outstay 
its welcome by a good ten minutes. 


2 

(OUT NOW, BR/DIGITAL) 

But then we also have this glorious oddity from 
brothers Nathan and David Zellner, with Jesse 
Eisenberg and Riley Keogh buried beneath 
prosthetics to play members of a Sasquatch 
clan going about their business. Has more 
bodily fluids than the American Pie saga, but 
is oddly fascinating and even soothing. 


— 

(OUT 16 SEPTEMBER, 4K BR) 

Remade with Bill Nighy as Living, Akira 
Kurosawa’s drama about a man (Takashi 
Shimura) finding meaning as he comes to 
terms with terminal cancer is perhaps the 
most moving of the Japanese master’s 
career, with the image of Shimura sitting on 
a swing in the snow the most indelible. 


—— 

(OUT 16 SEPTEMBER, 4K BR) 

Speaking of indelible images, the bravura 
oner that opens Orson Welles’ sweaty noir 
has been oft-imitated, and arguably never 
bettered. What follows, as Charlton Heston 
and Janet Leigh come up against Welles’ 
corrupt police chief in a small Mexican town, 
is every bit as vital and wonderful. 


— 


(OUT 9 SEPTEMBER, DVD/BR/4K BR) 
The ninth (or tenth, if you count the Tim 
Burton remake) Apes movie sees Wes 
Ball take over the directing reins, 
instigate a time jump, and craft 
another solid and satisfying entry 
as a young ape (Owen Teague) 
clashes with a wary human 


AND DIGITAL 


and a dictatorial bonobo. 
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Time 
Capsule 


Joe 
Pantoliano 


THE ACCLAIMED CHARACTER 
ACTOR ON MUSHROOMS 
AND NOSE JOBS 


WORDS CHRIS HEWITT 


THE ACTOR THEY affectionately call ‘Joey Pants’ 
has had a career that’s been anything but. For over 
40 years, Joe Pantoliano has been as reliable 

a supporting actor as you can find, playing cops 
and criminals with sharp-witted, scene-stealing 
aplomb. His foul-mouthed, rage-fuelled Captain 
Howard was so integral to the Bad Boys franchise 
that, having killed him off in Bad Boys For Life, 
directors Adil & Bilall found a way to bring him 
back as, effectively, a Force ghost for follow-up 
Bad Boys: Ride Or Die. Which gave us the perfect 
chance to accost him with images from his career. 
“T can’t guarantee I’ll remember everything!” he 
tells Empire, before reeling off anecdote after 
anecdote. Pants by name, not pants by nature. 


PIMP LIFE 
RISKY BUSINESS (1983) 


“You see those two noses? When I saw this 
movie I was like, ‘I gotta get a nose job, because 
I’m just going to play bad guys, and I want to 

be a leading man.’ Tom Cruise has got a very 
distinguished nose, but my nose dwarfed his, so 
I literally had a nose job. And now I just play bad 
guys with smaller noses! (Laughs) But I just 
remember Paul Brickman [director] wanted 

all of the characters, including Guido, to be 
likeable. Tom was, what, gosh, was he like 21? Or 
22? I was the old man on the job!” 


PAINT BY NUMBERED 


D (1996) 
“That’s my favourite death scene of all the 
death scenes I’ve had in the movies. It looks 
like a Jackson Pollock painting. I tell you 
something, they did a lot of testing with 
fake paint, so I could fall into the paint. The 
problem was, the blood would bleed — 
excuse the pun — into the paint and turn 
pink, so ultimately we had to use real oil- 
based paint. It was difficult getting out of 
that. And it was just one take, with a bunch 
of cameras.” 


GHOST COP 

BAD BOYS: RIDE OR DIE (2024) 

“T was like Obi-Wan Captain. This photograph, 
I think, is from the actual set. It’s not with the 
background and the CGI they put in, which is 
always really interesting. But I was really happy 
to be able to come back. I think of all the Bad 
Boys, it’s the best one. All of my stuff was shot in 
one day. I was doing a play last year, and we were 
in previews, and they bought me for three days 
to shoot all my stuff. But I came prepared and we 
knocked it out. They were like, ‘Holy mackerel, 
we're going to be able to get Joey out in one day!” 


Imago, Sony 
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THE CHASE IS ON 
THE FUGITIVE (1993) 


“That was the chase scene where Harrison [Ford] 
is chasing Jeroen Krabbé, and we’re chasing 
Harrison. [Director] Andy Davis called me and 
said, ‘I want somebody who’s going to be a comic 
foil to Tommy Lee. Would you fly to Chicago and 
meet him?’ So I met with Tommy. He had the TV 
on with no sound, and he was listening to music. 
He said, ‘What do you think of the script?’ I said, 
“You want the truth, or you want me to bullshit 
you?’ He smiled a little and said, ‘I guess you 
should tell me the truth.’ I said, ‘Well, the script 
is kind of really bad” Tommy agreed, and we went 
into the planning stages of what we could do.” 


FANT(ELLI} PARTY 
THE GOONIES (1985) 


FINAL CUT 


“My mother made me do it! I actually just had dinner with Jeff Cohen [Chunk] a couple of months 
back. He’s an entertainment lawyer now. But The Goonies is the most fun I ever had on a movie. In 
those days, everything was truly constructed. Mike [J. Michael Riva], the production designer, built 
the pirate ship. It was a real ship, surrounded by real water on a stage, so we could go swimming 
during our lunch breaks. Steven Spielberg directed a lot of the second-unit stuff with the Fratellis.” 


YOUNG BOYS 

BAD BOYS (1995) 

“T think this is the first thing we shot. That’s 

an old bank and they turned it into a police 
station... Michael Bay didn’t shoot a master, and 
there was a light issue, so he was in a hurry. And 
we were shooting stuff without marks. But it all 
came together. When you're doing a comedy, the 
last thing you want to do is try to be funny. If 
youre trying to be funny, the audience doesn’t 
laugh. So the approach I recall taking was, “This is 
a serious situation, and then any comedy would 
be found through the behaviour, not the words.” 


SMILE FOR THE CAMERA 
MEMENTO (2000) 


i 


HIGH STEAKS 
THE MATRIX (1999) 


“We shot the steak scene at night at a restaurant 
down by the docks in Sydney, Australia. A lot of 
actors came to watch the sequence — Keanu 
[Reeves], Carrie-Anne [Moss] and Laurence 
[Fishburne]. It was a wonderful experience, and 
everybody had a feeling that we were making 
something unusually interesting. I never liked 
beef, so they rigged shiitake mushrooms 
because they look like steak. When we broke for 
lunch, a lot of people were eating those leftover 
steaks. They must have had a hundred of them!” 


“We shot that behind that motel. They did a series of shots that they needed for the insert. I have no 
idea what I was going for with the expression. But talk about dumb luck. How stupid lucky was I that 
I got to be in the Wachowskis’ first film, Chris Nolan’s first studio picture, Taylor Hackford’s first film, 
Michael Bay’s first film? Maybe I’m not as dumb as I think I am!” 


BAD BOYS: RIDE OR DIE |S OUT NOW ON DIGITAL 
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QUENTIN 
TARANTINO 


What was the name of the Manhattan Beach 
video store Tarantino worked in (alongside 
Roger Avary) before he became famous? 


Before Reservoir Dogs, Tarantino started 
m= making what would have been his debut film 
(but it was never completed). What was it called? 


2 Back in his acting days, Tarantino played 
W an Elvis impersonator on which classic 
US sitcom? 


How many Oscars has Tarantino won (and 
for what)? 


[= What connects the following characters? 
‘Jimmie’, ‘Chester’, ‘First Scalped Nazi’, 
‘The LeQuint Dickey Mining Co. Employee’. 


What is the exact wording of Reservoir 
’ Dogs’ first line? 


In Once Upon A Time... In Hollywood, Rick 
Dalton (Leonardo DiCaprio) points at the TV 
because he sees himself in which (real) TV show? 


Tarantino, as himself, pitches a scene in 
which “Dorothy goes to kick the [Wicked] 
Witch... in the face” in which Muppets TV movie? 


In that movie, he also stands in front of two 

fictional movie posters. Can you name either 
of the fake films? (NB: This is the one question 
Tarantino got wrong when quizzed by us for our 
Movie Mastermind regular a few years ago. He 
accused Empire of playing “dirty pool”.) 


fy Which of his films features the chapter 
w ‘The Lonely Grave Of Paula Schultz’? 


§ In Pulp Fiction, what book is Vincent 
1 Vega seen reading on the toilet (including 


lem 


just before his fateful meeting with Bruce 
Willis’ Butch)? 


| What is the brand of fictional cigarettes 
Ga featured in most of Tarantino’s movies? 


[ @ Tarantino directed one of the stories in the 
) anthology movie Four Rooms. Name his 
three co-directors. 


[ eg teraatine has used an original score on 
& just one of his films (although even then, 
he incorporated old cues written for other films 
by the composer in question). For a point each, 
what was it, and who was the composer? 


| [= Jackie Brown is adapted from which 
= W Elmore Leonard novel? 


What is the name of the Nazi propaganda 
film-within-a-film in Inglorious Basterds? 


=y Tarantino received an Emmy nomination for 
directing the fifth-season finale of which TV 
op show? 


Which actor plays Amerigo Vessepi in 
Django Unchained? 


: © What is the name of the vampire-infested 
w bar in From Dusk Till Dawn? 


2 0 Making roughly $426 million, what movie is 
9 the highest-grossing of Tarantino’s career? 


peureyoun obuelg "0g 428}SIML ALL OUL "GL Sel4es OBuelg jeulBU0 9} U! Pae}s OUM ‘OJEN OOULIY "gE UONEBISEAU] BUGIS AWD -|SD "LL .ePUd S,UOHeN, 
/,UONEN 49 ZIOIS, "9b YOUN WNY "g} eUOSIUOW O1UUZ 7YBIZ /NJEIeH EYL “YL [|EMy}0Y eupUeXely ‘S1epPUY LOSII|y ‘ZenBupoy YeqoY “EL addy pey "ZL 
aslejg ASepoyy “LL Z JOA III Il “Ob Sissy Alpeeq, pue .v ISI4 YyeEC, “6 ZO JO PHEZIM ,S}eddnyy EYL °8 TAY ULL. NOge S,UIBUIA Y OFT, YUM NOA 1/9} 
e8W 197,, "9 (peuleyoun obuelg ‘spiajseg snouinojbu] ‘swooy ino ‘uod/4 Ajnqg) SelAoW UMoO sly Ul OUJUBIe] Aq peAejd suejoeseyo ||e a1,AauL “Gg (DeUIeYyoUN 
obuelg pue uonol-4 djnq 404) ke|\dusei9g |euIBUO Is9g 10} YyOg ‘OM| “p SHID UEPjOD ey) “Ee Aepyyig s,puaHy seg AVY “% SEAIYOY CBP! "| SHAMSNV 


OCTOBER 2024 


CROSSWORD 


ACROSS 
Could be Reiner, could be Weathers (4) 
Emmy, who faced catastrophe in The Day 
After Tomorrow and Poseidon (6) 
Leap Year and The Critic director Tucker (5) 
The — File (Michael Caine movie) (7) 
David, star of the 1960s counterculture classic 
Blow-Up (8) 
Cate Blanchett’s misconducting maestro (3) 
She’s been Rose DeWitt Bukater, Ophelia and 
Lee Miller (4,7) 
Re-recording of an actor’s lines in post- 
production (1,1,1) 
Danny Boyle film that was based on an Alex 
Garland novel (3,5) 
It’s what Jake is to Elwood (7) 
Lindsay from The Canyons (5) 
They clashed in 1981 and 2010 (6) 
The Cocker Spaniel that endearingly eats 
spaghetti (4) 


DOWN 
Witch played by Kathryn Hahn all along (6) 
The Discreet — Of The Bourgeoisie (Luis 
Bufuel film) (7) 
Howard Hawks’ first collaboration with John 
Wayne (3,5) 
Film which features the Oscar-winning song 
‘Falling Slowly’ (4) 
In which 007 first encounters Dr Madeleine 
Swann (7) 
It features an infamous “hobbling” scene (6) 
He links Will Smith, lan McKellen and someone 
lost in a Steve Coogan film (4,7) 
Her name is Rossellini (8) 
Disaster-movie franchise from the 1970s (7) 
Comedy heist remake with a script by Joel and 
Ethan Coen (6) 
He caused the Blip (6) 
Harold And Maude helmer Hal (5) 
Rush Hour’s Jackie (4) 


FINAL CUT 


WIN 


THREE CRITERION 
TITLES 


DOUBLE 


INDEMNITY. 
i 6 


MORE CRITERION GOODNESS in Crossword 
Corner this issue, as we have three titles 
debuting in September for three winners. First 
up is Billy Wilder’s classic noir Double Indemnity 
(2 Sept, Blu-ray) — still a yardstick by which 
the genre should be judged. Next is Michael 
Curtiz’s dark melodrama Mildred Pierce (9 Sept, 
Blu-ray). Starring golden-age legend Joan 
Crawford, it’s a hard-boiled portrayal of sacrifice 
and ambition — and Crawford took home the 
Oscar. And finally, one of the most controversial 
films of the 90s, Todd Solondz’s Happiness (30 
Sept, 4K UHD). A (very) black comedy following 
an array of damaged souls — none of whom 
are over-familiar with the titular sentiment 
— and featuring Philip Seymour Hoffman, it 
remains a challenging but thought-provoking 
watch. To enter, crack the crossword, solve the 
anagram and follow the instructions below. 


ALL TITLES ARE AVAILABLE AT| AMAZON.CO.U 


HOW TO ENTER Take the letters from each coloured square and rearrange them to form the name of an actor, director or character. Visit 


[www.empireonline.com/crossword] and fill out the form, along with your answer, in the provided field. Entry is free and closes at midnight on 


23 September. Winners are selected at random. See below for terms and conditions. 


SEPTEMBER’S ANSWERS 
24 Die Hard, 25 Medusa, 26 Spaeny. 


17 Mandy, 19 Creed, 21 Daddy, 22 Help! ANAGRAM 


1 Coburn, 4 Ishtar, 8 Rosanna, 9 Ralph, 11 Lies, 12 Claptrap, 14 Cailee, 15 Fences, 18 Alcatraz, 20 Judd, 23 Steve, 
1 Carol, 2 Buscemi, 3 Ring, 5 Scrapper, 6 Tyler, 7 Malle, 10 Hopes, 13 Heathers, 14 Chaos, 16 Courage, 


TERMS AND CONDITIONS: one entry per person. Entries are free. Entries must be received before 24 September or will not be valid. The Competition is only open to people aged 18 and over who live in the United Kingdom and are not a Bauer employee 
or their immediate family. Three winners will be selected at random from all valid entries. Competition promoted by H Bauer Publishing t/a Empire (“Empire”). Empire’s choice of winners is final, and no correspondence will be entered into in this regard. The winners will 


be notified, via email, between seven and ten days after the competition ends. Empire will email the winners a maximum of three times. If a winner does not respond to the message within 14 days of the competition’: ’s end, 
and the original winner will not win a prize. Empire is is not responsible for late delivery or unsatisfactory quality of the prize. Entrants agree to the collection of their personal data in accordance with Empire's privacy p¢ 
Winners’ personal details will bes given to prize provider to arrange delivery of the prize. Bauer reserves the right to amend or cancel these terms or any aspect of the competition (including the prize) at any time if requ 
K..Gom plaints will not be considered if made more than 30 days after the competition ends. Winners’ details available on request (after the competition ends) by emailing 


Any questions, please email 


For full T&Cq see http: NDA 


Ey pire mn select another winner at random 
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FINAL CUT 


THE ELECTRIC CHAIR 


Female 
Trouble 


CHOSEN BY ROSE GLASS 
(FILMMAKER) 


Rose Glass: “I’m going to the end of Female 
Trouble. I really wanted to have a poster of it on 
Lov’s [in Love Lies Bleeding] apartment wall, but 
we couldn’t clear the poster, for some reason. 
It’s achronicle of Dawn Davenport, played by 
Divine, and it culminates in her getting the 
electric chair at the end of the film and she gives 
this amazing speech. There’s some sort of 
sensibility in there which inspired Love Lies 
Bleeding a little bit.” 


INT. CELL — DAY 

Dawn (Divine) is in her cell, awaiting her moment in 
the electric chair. A cellmate, Cheryll (Marina Melin) 
is with her. A bailiff (Christine Mason) comes in. 


BAILIFF #1: Get back to your cell, Cheryll. The 
show’s over for Dawn Davenport! 


CHERYLL: (hugging Dawn) Goodbye, Dawn! 
DAWN: Goodbye, Cheryl! 


Another bailiff (Mumme) drags Cheryll up and 
throws down Dawn's last meal. 


BAILIFF #2: Get outta here, Cheryll! Here’s your 
food, Pork Chop! Eat up, ain’t got much time! 


DAWN: I’ve changed my mind. I’m really not hungry 
anymore. Let’s not dawdle. I’m all ready for my big 


news event. I’d like to go right now if it’d be alright. 


BAILIFF #1: Suit yourself, Pizza Face! Let’s put your 
jewellery on for ya. 


Dawn thrusts out her arms. The guard puts on cuffs. 


BAILIFF #2: Here comes the chaplain now. Come 
on, Miss Star. Your time’s up. 


CHAPLAIN: Are you ready, Dawn? 

DAWN: Yes, I’m ready, Father. The legend’s all 
ready for her little appointment in the green room. 
I’ve been looking forward to this, you know. 

INT. JAIL CORRIDOR — DAY 

CHAPLAIN (George Stover): (Leading Dawn down 
the corridor) The Lord is my shepherd. | shall not 
want. He makes me lie down in green pastures. He 
leads me beside still waters. 


Dawn runs over to Cheryll, who’s sobbing. 


DAWN: Goodbye, Cheryll! (Other prisoners yell) 
Goodbye, Earnestine! Goodbye, Beth! 


INT. ELECTRIC CHAIR CHAMBER — DAY 


The chaplain leads everyone in, still reading from 


the Bible. The bailiffs bring Dawn over to the chair. 
BAILIFF #2: Hop in! 


DAWN: (Laughing maniacally as they strap her in) 
Ooh! Hey, it’s comfortable too! 


BAILIFF #1: She deserves worse than this for what 
she did! 


DAWN: Yeah, better strap ’em in good! Because 
you don’t want me to get out of here! Hog! 
(Cackling and looking at the first bailiff) | hate you! 


BAILIFF #1: Shut up, Davenport! 


DAWN: (To the second bailiff) Ugly, ugly, ugly! (Takes 
a deep breath) |’d like to thank all the wonderful 
people that made this great moment in my life 
come true. (Laughs) My daughter Taffy, who died in 
order to further my career. My friends Chicklette 
and Concetta, who should be here with me today. 


The bailiffs put the skull cap onto Dawn’s head. 


DAWN: All the fans that died so fashionably and 
gallantly at my nightclub act. (The camera closes in 
on Dawn) And especially all those wonderful people 
who were kind enough to read about me in the 
newspapers, and watch me on the television news 
shows. Without all of you, my career could never 
have gotten this far! (Another cackle) It was you 
that | burn for, and it is you that | will die for. 


The bailiffs are watching and laughing uproariously. 


DAWN: Please remember | love every fuckin’ one 
of you! 


The electric chair is switched on. Dawn screams in 
agony. We hear the electricity buzzing, and as Dawn 
collapses, lifeless, the frame freezes on her face. 
Credits roll. 
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Martin Short  SteveMartin Selena Gomez 


ONLY MURDERS 
IN THE BUILDING 


New season | Now streaming 
From £4.99 a month 
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